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PROLOGUE

Field Director MissaVolk stared over her lab table at Edrad Dennison when he burst into her hut,
waving asheaf of documents. The quondam main office of the LabCor field research unit was strewn
with datacubes and tapes, amidst imperfectly squared pillars of plastic printout sheets. Moving with
remarkable grace for such abig man, Dennison threaded hisway hastily through them to thrust a handful
of documents at her, .narrowly avoiding upsetting one of those pillars. Uneasily, she took the papers.

&ldquo;Here! & rdquo; Dennison exclaimed. &ldquo;Y ou wanted proof. Hereit is. Our marvelous
experiment to benefit humanity& mdash;all warmé& -blooded creatures& mdash;has al gone horribly
wrong. | told you so, dammit, and you& rsquo;ve paid no attention. But now | have evidence. Y ou must
pay attention to that.& rdquo; He smacked the top of the sheaf with a huge hand.

Volk eyed him warily, then glanced over the top sheet of the report. In avery patient voice, she said,
&ldquo; Y ou& rsquo;ve made amistake, Dennison. There& rsquo;s nothing wrong here.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Nothing wrong?& rdquo; Dennison asked, disbdievingly, hiswiry eyebrows nearly touchingin
the center of hisface. & ldquo;L ook at that.& rdquo; Leaning forward, he flipped the first page out of her
fingers and pointed to the second. VVolk recoiled from histhrust, then read the paragraphs he indicated.
&ldquo;l & rsquo;ve supplied full caculations. | & rsquo;ve given you charts, figures, again and again.
There are sgnificant discrepancies between our projections and the actud results. It isno mistake. The
nanomites have approximately double the effectiveness we estimated, and are running completely out of
control. We& rsquo;ve got to stop every-thing to search out and destroy the ones that have gotten away.
What happens when they reproduce?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Nonsense & rdquo; Volk said lightly. She handed back the sheets, waving away the suggestion
of discrepancy with her long, dim hand. & ldquo;Everything is perfectly under control, Ed. In fact,
| & rsquo;m pleased with the progress we& rsquo;ve been making.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What?& rdquo; Dennison stared &t her.

&ldquo;Y ou heard the director,& rdquo; said Morganstern, aman of medium height with a powerful
stocky build and deep tan skin that made him look asif he were made of polished teak. He leaned
forward over the table. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s nothing to clean up or fix.& rdquo;



&ldguo;No,& rdquo; Dennison inssted. & Idquo;We have to& hellip;& rdquo; His booming voicetrailed
away and he stared. & 1dquo;Y ou& rsquo;re sonewalling me, Missa. Thisis adangerous matter. You
can&rsguost just let this go. We have to get help from somebody, now! & rdquo;

Volk stood up. Dennison, towering above her, seemed somehow less substantia abeing.

&ldquo;Ed,& rdquo; she said, long suffering evident in her voice, & ldquo;do you want to jeopardize our
grant? We& rsquo;ll never reach the next contract stage with LabCor if we start making waves about
something that just isn& rsquo;t that important.& rdquio;

Dennison gaped. &ldquo;Isthat al you can think about, money? In that case, |&rsquo;ll haveto go to
the Ingpectors General mysdlf.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t,& rdquo; Morganstern protested, shocked.

&ldquo;l will.&rdquo; The scientists glared at one another acrossthe table. Volk was the only one who
looked cam.

&ldquo;Ed, Liond, please. Don& rsquo;t you believe in our project? When we started out, you were one
of the most energetic supporters we had. Don& rsquo;t deprive us of your help.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t care what € se you say,& rdquo; Dennison said, crossing hisarms across his
chest. &ldquo;lt isn&rsquo;t going the way we planned. Things have changed. We have to report this
Stuation to the Gaactic Environmenta Protection Association and LabCor and ask for help. You
can&rsquo;t let this project run out of control. People will dieif you do.& rdquo;

&ldquo;People will dieif we don& rsquo;t continue with our work,& rdquo; MissaVolk said.
&ldquo; They die every day. Y ou know that. Isn&rsquost it part of the problem?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, but thistimeit& rsquo;s going to be ust And what about the rest of the colony? And the
ottle population? We& rsgquo;re visitors on their planet.& rdquo;

MissaVolk narrowed her green eyes at him. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ll do what | tell you, Ed. Everything is
fine, under control. Y ou step outside this group with classified information and 1& rsquo;ll seeto it that
you never create amore Sgnificant chemical reaction than mixing baking sodawith vinegar. | amin
charge of this project! & rdquo;

&ldquo; Then do something! & rdquo; Dennison exclaimed. He pounded the table with afist. Volk stared
at hishand. & ldquo;Dammit, peoplewill dieif you let it run unchecked. Here, 1& rsquo;ve documented
all the ingtances where human subjects have been exposed to overdoses of the nanomites.

Y ou& rsquo;ve seen for yoursalf what& rsquo;s happening to them. Don& rsquo;t pretend you

haven& rsquo;t.& rdquo;

Volk eyed him coolly. & ldquo;And just what isit you want me to do?& rdquo;

&1dquo; Stop the project,& rdquo; Dennison said flatly. & ldquo;Withdraw the remaining doses, isolate
the ones we know about, and start policing the areafor any leaks where the natives might have been
exposed.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Out of the question,& rdquo; Morganstern spoke up. & ldquo;LabCor will be sending an
ingpection squad out here within the month. We can& rsquo;t risk any appearance of
impropriety.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Impropriety?& rdquo; Dennison exploded. & Idquo;L ook, if you& rsquo;re not going to do
something, | will. I&rsquo;ll blow the whistle.& rdquo;



&ldquo;How dare you?& rdquo; Morganstern demanded. VVolk grabbed her ass stant& rsquo;s arm.

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; she said to Dennison. &Idquo;Y ou do what you haveto do. If you fed that
you& rsquo;d rather jeopardize the grant for fifteen of your fellow scientists, destroy our project, our
careers and standing in the research community& mdash;our dreams& mdash;you go right ahead.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re damned right | am going ahead,& rdquo; Dennison said, and strode with much
dignity out of the hut.

&ldquo;What are you doing?& rdquo; Morganstern asked Volk in aharsh whisper. & ldquo;He& rsquo;li
be on the net in two minutes, pulling down amedical inspector. We can& rsquo;t afford exposure. Our
contract callsfor absolute confidentiaity& hellip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Don& rsquo;t worry,& rdquo; Volk said. & ldquo;l saw this coming. Hampton tipped me off days
ago that Ed was getting edgy. | have dready anticipated his attempts to send amessage to the Galactic
Government. Thelinesare cut off and they& rsquo;ll remain off until 1& rsquo;m good and ready to
restore them.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And after that? We need those comm lines, too. He can wait aday or two before bringing chaos
down on our heads.& rdquo;

&ldquo;After that?& rdquo; Volk said grimly, her lips pressed together. & [dquo; Dennison won& rsquo;t
bein any shape to send a message.& rdquo; She raised her eyes to meet Morganstern& rsquo;s and
nodded significantly. He looked surprised, then after amoment& rsquo;s consideration he nodded back
dowly, asif entranced. & ldquo;Seeto it,& rdquo; she said.

1

&ldquo; Stand to quarters! & rdquo; Gershom Taylor barked, leaning forward in the pilot& rsquo;s seet of
the scout-trader Sbyl and taking firmer hold of the controlsin hislong hands. & ldquo; That ship& rsquo;s
coming about again. Dammit, who are they?& rdquio;

Dr. Shona Taylor, hiswife and partner, sorang up from the crash chair next to histo make room at the
console for Eblich, the co-pilot, then ran aft aong the narrow corridor of the Sbyl toward her |aboratory.
A sudden lurching turn made the metal panel's screech againgt one another, and threw her into the
bulkhead. Handing her way aong carefully, she dragged hersdlf toward the lab module.

The growing feeling of uneasiness she had been nuraing since the shipyard two days before had
blossomed into certainty. After months of careful maneuvering, redirecting their subspace calsand
messages through two or perhaps three dummy numbers, paying their bills through an anonymous credit
linefor supplies, they had made a single mistake which pinpointed them in space for anybody trying to
find Shona Taylor. Evidently, somebody was still 1ooking.

It had been amistake to stay so long in the shipyard at the edge of the Venturi system, but the necessary
refit of the Sbyl had taken that much time.

The Taylor Traveling Medicine Show and Trading Company had originaly consisted of four people.
Gershom, as captain, aso acted as the outside man, negotiating trades. Ivo, the shuttle pilot, was
Gershomé& rsgquo;s second in making dedls and getting the cargo from warehouse to ship and out again.
Eblich, the co-pilot, also acted as bookkeeper, calculating the value againgt gross profit of the stores
maintained on board by Kai. They were atightly knit functiona team. All a once, three years past, two



more humans had been added, with a third one present but not yet accounted for, plusall of
Shona& rsquo;s animd team and the impedimenta of aworking physician who was dso an environmenta
illnessspecidis.

Shona aways felt apologetic for the hardships caused by her signing on permanently aboard the Shyl.
The crew, whom she loved like family, had pushed away her gpologies, but she knew that having her
there al the time had changed their gestdlt, taking up room they were accustomed to using. Not that they
ever acted likeit, but she was an intruder. She brought with her abig lab, which could not be reduced in
sze, achild, and then an infant, and a vaccine dog, a chemica-sniffing cat, two rabbit food-tasters,
severd mice, and an ottle. Though the additions were anticipated and wel comed by the extant crew, the
inevitable growing pains could not be ignored. Gershom couldn& rsquo;t yet afford to move up to alarger
ship. Renting aship for such ahigh-risk occupation as trading was out of the question. Expansion had
been the answer. A new addition would give Shona space of her own and enable the men to redlign their
own living quarters and personal space with her asan integra part of the whole. The Venturi yard had
been approached in the greatest of secrecy to undertake the refitting.

Far asmadll additiond fee, Venturi was persuaded to stretch the rulesjust alittle bit to enlarge the ship
without registering her engine numbersin the galactic database, as required, until the job was done and
the Sbyl was safely on her way to another system.

With the help of Shona& rsquo;s uncle Harry Elliott, aloan officer at amgjor bank on Mars, the Taylors
negotiated arenovation loan which was smply added without fanfare to the balance of their mortgage,
paid by monthly debit from their credit account.

The Shyl, dways over-engined for her configuration, had had her nose diced off and the body behind it
divided in two to add athird cargo hold between the others for Shona& rsquo;s laboratory module. The
gpace forward of the hold gave the Taylors the additional room they needed for living quarters and more
storage, reached by a hatch between the starboard hold and Shona& rsquo;s complex. An atmosphered
corridor fitted with airlocks divided the port hold from the lab. With the new generator installed at the
head of the addition, both storage bays could circulate full life-support systems when what they were
carrying required it. Before, the holds had been a cold, uncomfortable place to deep, as Shona hersalf
could tedtify.

Shona saw to it that Gershom was kept busy during the major work on his ship, to keep him from
whimpering over itswell-being. He loved the Sbyl like afriend, a close cousin, another woman. Shona,
indulgent rather than jealous, had to find waysto distract him from hanging around the shipyard. Even her
natura cheerfulness had been strained by the time the work was finished. Venturi was amain stop for
colonists and traders outbound to unexplored quadrants of the galaxy beyond. The people looking for the
Taylors could have chanced upon them at any moment. With great care, they had avoided any references
to their pasts, use of last namesthat were familiar or traceable, and paid cash or bartered for supplies.
The dataleak had to have occurred in the shipyard itsdlf.

And | know just when it happened, too, Shona grumbled to hersdlf. | knew it when they entered our
number on-line with the dterations for the GG registrar. Everyone was shaking hands and beaming at
each other over finishing the job at last. We were so thrilled about the beautiful refit, | didn& rsquo;t think
to delay them. For two daysit& rsquo;s been irking me what was wrong with what should have been a
lovely moment. Someone was watching the communications net, waiting for a clue to where we were.
And they got it. And here they are.

Shona could see the moment replayed in her mind over and over again like alooped piece of data. It was
her own fault. All she& rsquo;d had to do was reach out and stop the magter of the shipyard from
entering that last keystroke, ask him to wait until they& rsquo;d lifted ship, and darn it, she hadn& rsquo;t.



She was flung against the bulkhead as Gershom negotiated a braking turn, putting on the port aft thrusters
and firing the starboard rockets forward. The much bulkier ship responded ever so dightly more dowly
than she had before. Even Shona could senseit. She knew the other crew memberswere hanging onin
agony, urging the ship forward with their very wills. Too late, lines of warning lightsillumined down the
corridor, stepping in series toward emergency stations. Howls, both mechanica and animal, resounded
off the metal-and-plastic walls. She handed hersdlf the rest of the way into her lab as a crash shook the
ship. They&rsquo;d taken a hit, but no srenswailed.

&ldquo; Thank goodness, not a hull breach,& rdquo; Shona thought, then redlized she& rsquo;d spoken
aloud. She swung in the door of the laboratory module. With its hull made of space-grade ceramic and its
reinforced metal skeleton, it was the safest place on the ship.

Her foster daughter, Leilani, looked up with huge dark eyes. The girl had been trying to urge

Shona& rsquo;s shaggy black dog, Saffie, into her crash cage set againgt the bulkhead undernegth the
worktable. The big dog didn& rsquo;t want to go, and was scrabbling at the padding with desperate feet.
Shewhined at her mistress through the thick mesh as Lani latched the door behind her.

&ldquo;Who isit?&rdquo; Lani asked, hurrying to catch Shona& rsquo;s Abyssinian cat, Harry, who
saw involuntary imprisonment ahead of him and was obstinately staying out of reach. The howls of
distresswere coming from him.

&ldguo;Mamal & rdquo;

Shonagrabbed up her two-year-old son, Alexander, who was toddling unsteadily along the perimeter of
the room, handing himsalf aong the cabinetsin true spacer fashion. With deft Fingers, she dipped him
into a papoose-style carrier attached to the wall and strapped himiin.

&ldquo; There you go, swestie & rdquo; Shona said, pecking him swiftly on the cheek. He reached for
her, but she turned away to help gather up the other animals. The rabbits and mice werein their boxes.
Only the cat remained free.

&ldguo;Mama, down! & rdquo;

&ldquo; There he goes, Lani.& rdquo; Shona dropped to her knees and crawled toward the corner
where Harry had spotted an open cabinet door to hide behind. Together they lunged. Shona snapped the
door shut, and Lani tackled Harry. Asthe cat protested shrilly, they locked him up in the crash cage next
to Saffie. There was one more warm body to be accounted for. & ldquo;Where& rsquo;s

Chirwl?2& rdquo;

The ship changed direction again, and mother and daughter dewed acrossthe floor. Shonahelped Lani
crawl on dl foursto the crash seats on the opposite side of the room and buckled the restraints around
her.

&ldquo;lsit him?&rdquo; Lani asked in awhisper, looking around.
&ldquo;How could it be?& rdquo; Shona said, without having to ask which &ldquo;him.& rdquo;

&ldquo;He& rsquo;sin prison.& rdquo; Lani shivered, and Shona put a gentle hand on the girl & rsquo;s
arm. A normaly cheerful woman of thirty, Shona glanced about her with worried brown eyes. Two amile
lines, like single quotation marks at the corners of her generously made mouth, indented sharply in
concern. Thefact that he wasin prison billions of klicks away didn& rsquo;t mean they were out of the
reach of Jachin Verdadero, and they both knew it.



Verdadero had once been the chief operating officer of the Galactic Laboratory Corporation, the largest,
most diversified company in the gadlaxy. Up until the time he attempted to use Shonaas adupeto cover
his conspiracy to commit mass murder, he had been coldly killing off entire populations of outdated
planetary colony settlementsfor the billions of credits that the contracts were worth. He had considered
the personnd to be unnecessary and codtly liabilities, and had treated them accordingly.

Lani&rsquo;s natura family, and the whole population of her native planet, Kardla, had fdlen victimto an
engineered viruslet loosein its midst by ahireling of Verdadero& rsquo;s. The perpetrator had dso died
in the plague, leaving no way to trace the connection to the top office at GLC, or so Verdadero had
hoped. Only Shona& rsquo;stireless care saved the child from sharing her people& rsquo;sfate. Inthe
process, she had a so inadvertently foiled V erdadero& rsquo;s purpose in daughtering the colony. Instead
of devolving to the Corporation, the wedlth of Kardlafel to Lani, leaving her an heiress, but orphaned. It
took months of negotiation with the Galactic Government, but the Taylors had obtained permanent
custody of Lani and were in the process of adopting her. A stable and loving family had done much to
erase the traumathe child had suffered, even though Shona had to admit that the Sbyl& rsquo; s crew
was hardly what onewould cal atraditional family environment.

Theincreasing number of fatal coincidencesin her wake had aerted Shonato the fact that there was
more going on in the targeted colonies than environmenta breakdown. Verdadero& rsquo;sfind crime
was engineered s0 that Shonawould fal victim aswell, posthumoudy taking the blame for the rash of
plagues that had seemed to follow her across the galaxy from Corporation colony to colony. She
survived to expose Verdadero& rsquo;s plot to the authorities.

For dethroning him just before he was about to accomplish a spectacular feat of embezzlement,
Verdadero harbored adeadly grudge against the Taylor family, Shonain particular. Though forbidden
outside contact while in prison, he had managed to put out a & ldquo;dead or aive& rdquo; contract on
her through the great communications net that tied the settled systems and spaceways together. Thefile
containing the contract was periodicaly wiped from the net by the system operators, but it seemed
always to reappear. Investigators couldn& rsquo;t tell how it was reentered, or who was responsible,
since the source code was different every time. Assassins greedy for the spectacularly large award turned
up how and again to try their luck. Shona had to admit that only purest good fortune had kept her family
and the Sybil&rsgquo; s crew from falling victim to one of them. She prayed that their luck would hold
once more.

The intercom line from the bridge opened. & ldquo;Areyou al right back there?& rdquo; Gershom
asked.

& ldquo;We& rsquo;re fine,& rdquo; Shonaassured him. She tightened her grip on Lani, who huddied
down tightly under her arm.

&ldquo;Daddy! Gemme down! & rdquo; Alex shouted. Concerned, Shonaglanced up at her son. In his
cocoon the baby was safer than they were.

&ldquo;Getting alook at them now,& rdquo; Gershom said. From where she was crouched, Shona
craned her neck to see the video link. The scout ship displayed on the screen didn& rsquo;t look that
much different from their own. Shona could see the streamlined forms of sophigticated engines, probably
capable of executing long jumps without juddering like the poor Sbyl did. And also, Shonanoted with a
wince as abrilliant white tracer beam shot out of her bows, the Shyl wasn& rsquo;t armed with anything
more deadly than asonic probe to burst smdl asteroids heading for the hull.

&ldquo;Lasers Damn them,& rdquo; 1vo& rsquo;s voice rumbled through the intercom. Hewas at the
third command position, monitoring telemetry.



Gershom must have been anticipating such an attack, because the ship dewed sideways beneath them.
Lani grabbed Shona& rsquo;s shoulders as her foster mother dipped and landed on her rump.

&ldquo;Ow! & rdquo; Shona clutched the restraining straps of the empty chair as she clambered to her
knees. &dquo; That hurt.& rdquo;

& ldquo;One must making it stop! & rdquio;

The cry came from underneath Shona& rsquo;s examination table in the center of the room. Shelet go of
the straps and wriggled forward on her belly. Bracing hersaf with one arm on the table leg, shefished
undernesth with the other hand. It emerged grasping afistful of black-brown ottle fur. The ottle,
protesting, came withit.

The humans who discovered their first sentient alien neighbors described the creatures as possessing a
muscular, oval, almost disklike body that was flexible to an extreme, quadrupeda with the pair of
extremities nearest the small, round-eared head having opposable digits capable of sophisticated
manipulation. Thetail, though of no great length, was strong, and used by thelittord creaturetoaidin
water propulsion. Infact, it looked rather like an Earth turtle crossed with an otter, hence the term
&ldquo;ottle.& rdquo; In an effort to promote understanding of them among humankind and learn more
about their new friends, severd ottles had volunteered to leave their homeworld of Poxt and live among
humanity. These volunteers were to be returned upon demand to their home planet, but in the meantime
would be free to observe humanity and teach their hosts about their species and culture. Shona had
submitted an gpplication to have one of the ottle ambassadors come to stay with her. To her ddlight,
she& rsquo;d been approved. Chirwl had been with her now for over seven years, but had lately decided
that he wanted to return to his homeworld. Shonagresatly regretted that their long and warm association
was shortly coming to an end.

The smdl dien permitted himsalf to be hauled by his scruff over to the impact seets. He turned his bright
black eyeslongingly toward the limp leether pouch that was his deeping bag, hung high on the wal next

to the baby carrier. Shonaclutched him tightly to her middle and pulled the shock webbing around them
both.

&ldquo;l am being after not trusting the other machine& mdash;urk! & rdquo; Chirwl squesked asthe
belts and webbing tightened. Harry the cat wailed in sympathy.

&ldquo;Neither are we,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;1t&rsquo;sthe laser. | never trust anyone who
shoots at me.&rdquio;

&ldquo;Why does not the Sbyl it tell to go away? They are of the same species.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Stop talking,& rdquo; Shonasaid, angling her head away from his. &ldquo;Y our whiskerstickle.
Anyhow, ships can&rsquo;t talk to each other. They& rsquo;re non-sentient.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Mamal & rdquo; Alex called, stretching out hisarmsto her over thelip of protective padding.
&ldgquo;Mama, down! & rdquo;

&ldguo;No, sweetie, & rdquo; Shona said in as cam avoice as she could muster. & ldquo;Not yet. You
stay up there for awhile where it& rsquo;s safe.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Down, now! & rdquo;

&ldquo;No ID,&rdquo; 1vo& rsquo;s voice said over the intercom. & ldquo; They disconnected the black
box. We shoul d& rsguo;ve done that, too.& rdquo;



No black box. Shona fought the chill of fear that rolled down her spine. A spaceship engine could not
legally be manufactured without the identifying chip that broadcast itsidentity to any receiver, and did not
function without it, unless the chip was bypassed in an illicit shipyard. In some security-conscious parts of
the gdaxy, thelack of an answerback signal was grounds for a shoot-to-kill order. Thisship

wouldn& rsquo;t care that the Sbyl knew about the bypass, because it didn& rsquo;t intend that she
should get away to tell anyone about it.

Shonaglanced at Lani, whose eyes were saucer-wide. She tightened her arms around Chirwl and
plumped him on her lap asif he were Alexander.

&ldquo;Well, they can& rsquo;t get usthis easily,& rdquo; she said cheerfully. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t
believe luck hasrun out yet for the Taylor Traveling Medicine Show and Trading Company.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Lani agreed nervoudly. She stared up at the screen. The other ship waswhedling,
attempting to get below them. Gershom wasfollowing their every move, tilting the Sbyl& rsquo;s axisto
fall dongsdethair attacker. Thelightsin thelab dimmed dightly, and Shona braced hersdlf. Onthe
screen one of the enemy& rsquo;s hull plates shifted by itself, and the ship veered away from the point of
impact. Gershom must be using the sonic probe as a cannon, hoping to didodge something vita inthe
other ship& rsquo;s defenses.

&ldquo;Our business name has alittle joke to it. Do you know what a medicine show i1s?& rdquo; Shona
asked, drawing the girl&rsquo;s atention back to her with alittle nudge at the shoulder. Lani shook her
head.

&ldquo;Wdll,& rdquo; Shona said, using her best storytelling voice, & ldquo;back in the pre-electronic
age on Earth, salesmen who travel ed between primitive, isolated towns offered potions with miracu-lous
propertiesfor sale. They promised these potions would wipe out pneumonia, make you taller and sexier,
fix your rheumatism, fill denta cavities, and grow back hair! & rdquo; Lani giggled. Alexander, hearing
someone laugh, put in agtentorian burst of merriment. Shonasmiled. & ldquo; Sometimes they& rsquo;d
have entertainers traveling with them, who put on a performance to attract the attention of the folksliving
around there. There might be other useful goods for sale. Then, once the pretend doctor& mdash;they
were called quacks& mdash;had the audience& rsquo;s attention, he& rsquo;d start his sales pitch.
&lsquo; Step right up, folks,& rsquo;& rdquo; Shonasaid, waving onearmin the air. &ldquo; & lsquo; Try
our am-aasaz-ing tonic, guaranteed to cure what ails you& mdash;and only one credit& mdash;| mean,
one dollar& mdash;a bottle! & rsquo; In those days, adollar was alot of money, but such afantastic dixir
wasworth it.& rdquo;

Lani listened serioudy, not cracking asmile.
& ldquo;What happened? Have the formulas been lost since then?& rdquio;

&ldguo;No, they were fraudulent,& rdquo; Shonasaid, her eyestwinkling. Lani&rsquo;sfacefel.
&ldquo; The most genuine thing about the potions were the corks in the tops of the bottles. Sometimes
the bottles themseal ves contained nothing more than water. The quacks hoped to be well out of town
before the townsfolk caught on to the charade. It was the presentation that was the important thing, the
illuson that their particular preparation could cure dl ills. Once away from the town, the fake doctors
were safe from dl retribution by those people who thought they were going to grow hair or get younger
by drinking the phony medicine.& rdquo;

Lani& rsquo;s eyes went wide. & dquo;But no town told the others?& rdquo;

&ldquo; They couldn& rsquo;t. In those days people could only travel from place to place with great
difficulty,& rdquo; Shona explained. & dquo;Distances between towns were very short by our way of



thinking, but people had to go on foot or use horses or ride in oxen-powered carriages. They had no
energy tracers, no computers, N0 mass communication nets they could use to spread the
word& mdash;only smplelinear systems from one specific place to another.& rdquo;

Lani sneaked aglance at the screen. & dgquo; Wish there weren& rsquo;t any nets now. They know
.&rdquo;

&ldguo;Oh, honey, thiswon& rsquo;t go on forever,& rdquo; Shona said, forcing optimism into her
voice.

&Idquo; These mechanica nets aretoo efficient, aswell you redlize, & rdquo; Chirwl said, following
Lani&rsquo;sthoughts. & ldquo;How isit our n-payer is not supposed to be communicating and
heis, dways? To tdl him no communication he makes, yet to stop him talking not to those who still may
use those services& mdash; Urk! & rdquo; he croaked, as Shona squeezed him.

&ldquo;Chirwl, you& rsquo;re no help,& rdquo; she said crosdy. &ldquo;l would like to converseon a
topic other than our possible demise at the hands or devices of our determined pursuers. Do you
mind?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ahl & rdquo; Chirwl said, with an apologetic twitch of hiswhiskers. & ldquo;l am following.
Perhaps to speak on the beauties of my homeworld which | to look forward am?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That would be nice.& rdquo; The smdl dien settled himself more comfortably amidst the
restraining straps on Shona& rsquo;slap.

&ldquo;Of treesand rivers | dream,& rdquo; said the ottle, his soft voice whistling. & ldquo;One infinitely
tall and the other infinitely long. Theredo | go between aways. Those my friendsand | to rest on the
bank under sunlight and speak long about theories and specul ations of why that have been passed down
through many generations and never solved. Therain that falswith atip-tap-tap on the back of my
deeping pouch soothes, and the wind sings songsin the branches.& rdquo; The picture he painted was so
vivid and beautiful, Shonawas trangported avay for amoment. She let out awistful Sigh.

&ldquo; That sounds wonderful .& rdquo;
&ldquo;l misswesather,& rdquo; Lani said in her smal voice. & Idquo;Even storms.& rdquo;
Suddenly, the ship jumped and juddered, and a vibrating hum ran through the hull plates at their backs.

&ldquo;Me, too,& rdquo; Shonasaid, bravely keeping her voice leved. & dquo;l want to get into the
outdoors and breathe non-recirculated air. 1t& rsquo;s been more than four months since we wereon a
planet with atmosphere. 1& rsquo;d like to walk amile in one direction without running into walls. Not on
atreadmill! & rdquo;

&ldquo; Thereis plenty of long direction,& rdquo; Chirwl said eagerly. & ldquo;l shal show you the best
way to walk, near my home-place and heart-tree.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l want to meet your family, Chirwl. Areyour parents aive?& rdquo;
&ldquo; The generative ones who raised me, yes.& rdquo;

& ldguo;Generative ones? That doesn& rsquo;t sound& hellip; loving, if you know what | mean.
Don& rsgquo;t you have names for them like Mamaand Dada or something like that?& rdquo;

Chirwl chittered in his own language. & dquo; The deficiencies language of Standard to blame for that. |



am thinking to name otherwise but it does not trandate as | would wish. In my tongue one calls these
names to the raising ones.& rdquo; Here Chirwl cooed and whistled a series of digtinct, different, and
liquid phrasesin his own tongue. & ldquo;And here are what they are caled by loving offspring.& rdquo;
He emitted some softer phrases.

Shona attempted to repesat the first series. &ldquo;l can& rsquo;t say that without whiskers and an
overbite, & rdquo; she admitted. & ldquo;Weren& rsquo;t there three sounds? Do you have three
parents?& rdquo;

Her voice was swallowed up in ahurricane of noise from the engines and thrusters. Thefirst hard jerk in
the ship& rsquo;s momentum threw her head backward against the padding in the jump sedt.
Alex&rsguo;s cry of surprise when he too bumped his head added to the cacophony of Saffie& rsquo;s
barking and Harry& rsquo;s yowling. Shona, Chirwl, and Lani huddled together in their midgt, slent,
ligtening. The video screen recovered from the white afterimage of an explosive blast thrown at them by
the other ship, and they heard the orders barked out by the crew on the bridge. Shona gave up al hope
of maintaining a cheery conversation, and clutched her loved onesto her. She wondered what ordersthe
attackers had been given. Did they have to bring back the Taylors dive, or just proof of the kills?

The strain of living under congtant threat had begun to tell upon Shona. Never knowing whether
something as smple as giving her comm number to anew friend might result in another attempt upon their
lives congtricted her. She was used to being open and friendly with everyone she met, and wanted her
son and daughter, and any future children she might have, to grow up the same way. Her deepest fears
were not for hersdf, but for them.

&ldquo;How are you doing back there?& rdquo; Gershomé& rsquo;s voice asked over the intercom.

&ldquo;| take this as a persond insult,& rdquo; Shona shouted over the whining of hull plates. & dquo;l
wasjust about to download my mail for thefirst time since we went incommunicado! More than four
months& rsquo; worth! & rdquio;

At her bravado Gershom let out a bark of laughter that ended in awhoop. The ship lurched to one side,
and Shonawatched bolts of light shoot past their port hull.

Hethought it was funny, but it was true. Shona fdlt persondly frustrated, snce she was normaly avoluble
correspondent. She& rsquo;d pleaded with her many friends not to send news too frequently and only at
random intervas, to throw off anyone who might be monitoring her comm number while they were stuck
in one place. They knew she wouldn& rsquo;t be messaging back until she was safely back in clear
gpace. There might be fifty communications from her friends and relatives stacked up and waiting, out of
reach. She& rsquo;d been planning to wallow in the news, enjoy agood natter by proxy with people she
hadn& rsquo;t heard from in ages, tell them at glorious|eisure what had been going on with her, what Lani
had said, how Alex had grown, and then this anonymous brute of a scout ship had appeared out of
nowhere to delay the pleasure she& rsquo;d been denying hersalf for security& rsquo;s sake. For four
months they& rsquo;d been completely circumspect. One carel ess moment, and here they were running
for their livesagain. Shewilled dl her strength to Gershom, hoping that they could outrun the ns
onemoretime.

The other scout had a canny helmsman. Gershom managed to stay leve with the stranger, but could
never maneuver to avantage point that would let him go on the offensive. That first defensve shot with
the asteroid sonic probe had derted the other ship that the Sbyl was not completely helpless, so it paced
him carefully. Still, Gershom had the advantage of experience. Guiding a scout ship might be less
hazardous now, but Shona could still remember some of the tales he& rsquo;d told her while she was il
in med school. One was about a pack of riva traders making orbit al at the same time over newly



established colonies. The survivor got the trading contract. Probably the settlers were afraid to say no to
abully who could drive away or kill al the competition. Gershom had managed to live through that time;
he could makeit through this.

She knew what kind of weapons rough traders tended to pack aboard their ships: crude mining lasers,
sonar probes like their own, frictionless magnetic charges |oaded with explosives that were asmuch a
danger to the attacker asthe one attacked. Their pursuer& rsquo;s armament was sophisticated, and
probably new. She guessed he must be a professiond, like abounty hunter.

Her head spun asthe ship twisted under her. The hull plates groaned and shrieked with the strain. On the
screen, the would-be n spiraled away. Gershom had pulled the Sbyl into a controlled maneuver
that threatened to pull them apart, but it got them down and away from the other snip& rsquo;s guns.
They dowed, hang-gliding on asimple vector, waiting. The enemy craft, after amomentary pause for
aurprise, followed the same looping, graceful whirl, aming to comeleve, but it had faleninto

Gershom& rsquo;strap. As soon as the ship& rsquo;s belly turned toward their viewscreens, its plates
gtarted shuddering. Even athousand klicks away, Shona could tell they werein trouble. With abrilliant
shot, Gershom had hit them in the sengtive joins between the engine housing and the scout& rsquo;s main
body. The Sbyl kicked into motion again, turning and twisting to follow the attacker, now turned prey,
pummeling it with the crude sonic beam. Laser shots from the other ship went wide, lancing away into
space.

Suddenly the enemy ship seemed to remember it should be the dominant player in the confrontation, and
thrust over its centrd axisto facethe Shyl directly, training itslasersto burn and destroy. But by thetime
it did, the Taylors& rsquo; scout ship wasasmall, bright dot, shrinking toward sngularity.

When the Shyl went into warp Shonaand the others were once again pitched hard into the bulkhead.
She& rsquo;d recognized the sSinging of power growing in the engines just moments before it happened.
There hadn& rsquo;t been time to cry out anything more than & Idquo;Brace yoursalves! & rdquo; and
then the air was squeezed out of her lungs. The Shyl vibrated, while the images on the screen whirled
into an impossible moire of streaks and colors, then went abruptly black. In faster-than-light warp,
exterior visud pickups were usdless. Once they passed over the threshold of light speed, the harsh
vibrations died away, and the ship& rsquo;sride was as smooth asif shewere not moving a al. Inthe
sudden silence Alex took afew experimenta gulps of breath and burst into furious tears. From where she
sat, Shona cooed at him.

&ldquo;Come on, sweetheart, it wasn& rsquo;t that bad, wasit?& rdquo;

&ldquo; Y aaaaahh! & rdquo; the baby wailed, nodding his head. Harry, aways company whenever he
heard misery, burst out in empathetic cries. Lani gazed from oneto the other, her eyes worried.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s just warping, honey,& rdquo; Shona said smoothly to Alex. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve
been in warp lots of times, right? Thistime| didn&rsquo;t have a chance to warn you. Y ou& rsquo;re
always brave the other times. Y ou want to be a big, brave boy for Mama and Daddy, don& rsquo;t
you?& rdquo;

He gave forth a hiccuping sob, but reined in the quivering lip that thrust up toward a tear-reddened nose.
&ldquo;Uh& hdlip; uh-huh?& rdquo; he managed uncertainly.

&ldquo;Good, swestie. | love you. Y ou& rsquo;re my hero, do you know that?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Uh-huh. Mama?& rdquo; He fastened his brown eyes on her.

&ldquo;Y es, Alex?&rdquo;



&ldguo;Down?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Soon. | promise.& rdquo; Alex wasn& rsquo;t happy, but the stormy tears abated.

Gershomé& rsquio;s solemn dark-eyed face appeared on the screen. & ldquo;Are you al right back there?
How arethe kids? How are you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Happy to be alive, thank you,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldgquo;Good maneuvering.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Don& rsquo;t thank me yet. We& rsquo;ll be lucky if we don& rsquo;t hit anything when we
come out of warp,& rdquo; Gershom said, shaking his head. & dquo;Because of our vistor, | had to
bounce without finishing the calculations. We may have asurprise at the other end.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, we madeit into warp,&rdquo; Shonasaid firmly. & [dquo;We will be dl right. We dways
are.&rdquo; Gershom smiled a her determined optimism, and Shonawished for his sake that she meant
it. &ldquo;How long will the jump last?& rdquo;

&ldquo;About an hour. That should confuse our pursuers, who probably think weg& rsquo;re going to
take along legp& mdash;that would be logicd, to put as much distance between us as possible. After we
clear, we haveto figure out where we are, 0 it& rsquo;ll take me awhile to coordinate the next jump.
Why don& rsguo;t you plan to find the nearest beacon and listen to your messages?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s a wonder ful idea,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She smiled, feding alittle of her usud
good cheer come trickling back. She unstrapped herself and set Chirwl down on the floor. The ottle
shook himself, then described aforward roll with hisflat body tucked into a hollow tube. Shona stood up
with her hands over her head, siretching until every musclein her back had unkinked.

The ottle shook himsdlf al over, settling his short, plush fur. & ldquo;How soon to Poxt?& rdquo; he
asked Gershom.

&ldquo;l won& rsquo;t know how far off course we went until we come out,& rdquo; Gershom said
gpologeticdly. &ldquo;l hope you& rsquo;re not going to be jumping up and down with
impatience.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l will not jump, if you ask not,& rdquo; Chirwl replied, turning another somersaullt.
&Idquo; Though I will wishing to be at home more than soon.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll do what | can,& rdgquo; Gershom said. & Idquo; This shouldn& rsquo;t lengthen our trip
more than afew days. Isthat al right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;All right isyes. | shdl be swim,& rdquo; he said, coming out of the somersault on al fours.
&ldquo; Thinking of Poxt makes me wish for water.& rdquo; He trotted toward the bathroom.

&ldquo;Fine and dandy,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m just happy to be dive.& rdquo; She
sretched again.

&ldquo;Mama, down! & rdquo; Alex said, holding out hisarmsto her.
&ldquo;One second, sweetie.& rdquo;

Before turning the baby loose, she freed the cat and dog, who hurried to their feeding station. Harry
dashed ahead, spun, and held up apaw full of hooks toward Saffie, hating the dog in her tracks, then
took along drink. Shona guessed he was parched from yowling. The black dog waited her turn patiently,
then durped her noisy way to the bottom of thelittle reservoir. With atiny whine, shelooked up at her



mistress.

&ldquo;Noseit on, Saffie, & rdquo; Shona said, pointing to the low-set lever. & ldquo;Comeon, girl. You
know how.& rdquo; The dog still hesitated. Shaking her head, Shona knelt and ruffled the dog& rsquo;s
fluffy ears, then kicked on the faucet with the hedl of her hand. & ldquo;l think she just wantsmeto do it
to reassure her,& rdquo; shetold Lani. The girl knelt on the dog& rsquo;s other side and put an arm over
her shaggy back.

&ldquo; She was scared.& rdquio;

&ldquo;So was |.& rdquo; Shona stood up and went to take Alex down from the impact cocoon. She
undid the fastenings around the papoose roll. & ldquo;Here we go, swestie.& rdquo;

&ldguo;No,& rdquo; the toddler said, clenching his hands on the straps and fixing his mother with an
obstinate gaze. He put out hislower lip. & dquo;Don& rsquo;t want down now.& rdquo;

With asigh, Shona hefted the carrier onto her back. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know where you got that
stubborn streak. Come on. Y ou can help me listen to the mail. Here goes the horsey! Ready?& rdquio;
She galloped toward her cabin with the baby on her back shrieking his ddlight.

&ldquo;Alone?& rdquo; Lani said, from the floor.

&ldquo;No, of course not,& rdquo; Shonareplied, turning around at the door. & ldquo; There might be
newsfor you from Aunt Lai or Susan, since you S0 seldom send any messages yoursdf.&rdquo; La was
Shona& rsquo;s pet name for her aunt Laurd Elliott who had raised her and embraced Lani asanew
great-niece. Lani blushed. She was shy about sending messages, but she loved getting them.
&ldguo;Come on,& rdquo; Shonaurged cordidly. Lani unfolded her long legs and hurried after them.

2

The second room of the lab module functioned as Shona& rsquo;s bedroom while shewason a
planetside assgnment. Sheleft her private comm unit hooked up in there most of the time, partly to keep
it out of theway of the ship& rsquo;s day-to-day operations.

Long ago, someone had discovered that if alab was dways set up ingdeits own unit, it didn& rsquo;t
have to be set up again in haste, and it could beisolated and sterilized in cases of quarantine. Laboratory
modules belonged either to the Galactic Government or to the Corporation for temporary use on
exploration or colony missions, but Shona& rsquo;s was a new one, on permanent loan to her. Manfred
Mitchdll, the new CEO of the Corporation, had sent her a series of temporary short-term assgnmentsto
give medica careto various Corporation dependents. Under the circumstances, she couldn& rsquo;t risk
taking another available module from adock for every assgnment. Thanksto Verdadero, she had to
worry that a strange lab might be booby-trapped or damaged. Also, having her module permanently
assigned was useful in avoiding delaysin the case of emergency missons. Locum tenens work paid well,
too, and had helped the Taylors pay for part of the refit.

The one bed and the communications console took up most of the spacein the smaler chamber. Cleverly
designed drawersfit undernesth the bed. The closet, set into the narrow space between two of the
module& rsquo;s bearing beams, was large enough for her uniforms, clean suits, and swest clothes. Inthe
three yearsthat had passed, there had been neither time nor money to replenish Shona& rsquo;s
wardrobe. Now that the Sbyl was space-borne again, perhaps they would find opportunitiesto trade
with weavers and couturiersin various colonies. Lani, who settled with liquid grace on the bed beside
her, had the dender legginess of atri-dee model, and looked good in whatever she put on, beit rags or
high fashion. Shona, with her shorter legs and more everyday hips, went for classc syleand jewel-like



colors. Still, she knew materia pleasures had limited vaue to her. She would rather go naked than be
without her friends and children, and felt lucky to be surrounded by them al thetime. If

Verdadero& rsquo;s ns ever got a chance to harm them& mdash;but no, she would fight and dieto
defend them from him.

Shonawaited impatiently for the Shyl to finish itsjump. The promised hour crept by asdowly asthe
night before abirthday party, and Alex fidgeted on her Iap. She played hand gameswith him, and sang
little songs which he occasiondly joined in with atundess crowing. Lani |eft her place for awhile,
returning with acovered bowl filled with colorful beads, and askein of thick thread. Silently she offered
the bowl to Shona.

The beads had come from an arts and crafts outlet in the Venturi shipyard mall. Shonaand the others had
spent along time walking around there. Window shopping was one of the few forms of cheap
entertainment they had. She and Chirwl had stood sadly outside the confectionery shop, lookinginat a
display of Crunchynut bars, a candy from Earth that they both loved. They were priced right out of the
gaaxy, sincethey had been imported dl the way from Terra. Shonasighed, but there was gill no money
to buy anything but essentials. Not even her nimble brain could work out how luxury candy could be
considered astaple.

In the craft store, aman with atorch and aminute pair of clippers was chopping tiny beads from glowing
rods of glass. Lani, growing desperate for something to do while the refit dogged interminably on, found
the demongtration going on in thelittle store, and excitedly hurried Shona over. In some of the longest
sentences Shona ever heard her say, Lani explained afortune-telling game played by her people on
Karelain which colored beads were strung into a necklace. Though liquid credits were scarce at the
time, they scraped up enough to buy a quantity of the beads. Shona didn& rsquo;t dare let Lani pull an
electronic transfer of fundsfrom her trust account at Mars-Bank. Luckily, the beads were inexpensive.
The materia was glass waste from dagged scientific equipment and the port-holes of derdlict ships. Trace
mineras dyed the rodsinto every color. Charmed by the girl& rsquo;s quiet, wide-eyed admiration, the
craftsman indulgently fumed some of the clear beads with platinum and gold coatings out of circuit-board
connections for her. Shetook her newfound purchases, and inssted that each of the Sbyl&rsquo;s
crewmen, and some of her new friendsin the yardmaster& rsquo;s office, pick handfulsthat she strung for
them.

&ldquo;Each color hasits own meaning,& rdquo; Lani had explained to the crewmen, placing the chosen
beadsin asmal bowl. She picked them out one by one with her needle. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t look
how they fal. That& rsquo;s fate.& rdquo; The order in which they were added was supposed to tell a
person& rsquo;s fortune for the rest of hisor her life. The number of beads was amultiple of theyearsin
one& rsgquo;s life span.

Inthe gtrain of holding her family together during the refit, Shona hadné& rsquo;t wanted to look farther
into her future, evenin play, than to know that she would leave the shipyard safely. Now, with their
journey begun again, she had no reason to let her worries interfere with asimple game that gave Lani
pleasure. At the girl&rsquo;sinstruction, she dipped her hand into the bowl, mixing the smooth beaeds
with her fingers, then pulled up ahandful. Lani quickly held out asmadler, high-sided bowl into which
Shona carefully dribbled her catch. Shelooked into the big bowl, and then at her choices. Curioudy, she
hadn& rsquo;t picked out more than asingle orange, yellow, or white bead in the whole, random handful,
and only six golds.

&ldquo;Red, black, silver, purple, green, blue. Pretty, huh?& rdquo; Shona asked Alex, who kept
reaching for the covered bowl, placed carefully out of reach. &Idquo;Oh, no, sunshine. Y ou can& rsquo;t
eat these.& rdquo;



&ldquo;Love, adventures& mdash;many, Mama& mdash;friends, wisdom, life, peace,& rdquo; Lani said.
Shonawatched as she brought up abead on the tip of the needle, not looking as she chose, then knotted
each into place on the thread. The girl& rsquo;s fingers were deft with the small bits of glassand
even-sized knots. Alex watched spellbound, his eyes huge over the thumb in his mouth.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;d make a good surgeon, sweetie,& rdquo; Shonanoted. Lani dimpled, and ducked
her head over her work.

Inlight of Lani&rsquo;s extraordinary wedth, it was surprising how much pleasure shetook in smple
things. Lani kept littlein her tiny persona cabin except for gifts she had received from the Taylors and
from Shona& rsquo;s family on Mars, books, and her doll, the singlerelic sheretained from her lifeon
Karela. The crew had agreed to let her have the minute cubicle& mdash;a more than generous gift
considering how much precious cargo could be stored in an eight-foot cube, but everyone thought it was
aworthy sacrificefor the girl they had adopted as an honorary daughter. Eblich, akindly man with five
children of hisown, planetside, was the particular person to whom Lani turned for paternal comfort and
advice. Neither of them spoke much or often. Shona supposed that was part of the bond. Perhaps
Lani&rsguo;s own father had been alaconic man. In anod to the mission of the trading ship, Lani was
made to understand that she& rsquo;d have to bunk in with Shonaor the animalsif they took aboard a
load that was senditive to temperature or needed more than the available cargo space if the price was
right. Knowing Kai&rsquo;s skill at shoe-horning an el ephant into a cookie jar, Shonathought it was
unlikely the girl would ever lose her room. Still, the theory was important for the girl to learn. Livingin
gpace had itsrules, and chief among them was that you didn& rsquo;t crimp your own air hose. If
something paid thebills, it got priority.

Paying the bills had continued to haunt Shona& rsquo;s deep. Because of the expensgive refit and the long
time away from the trading lane, the Taylorswerein actua danger of running out of money before they
could recoup the cost of the construction. Sometimes she lay awake, seeing huge numbers play before
her eyeslike afterimages. mortgage, upkeep, taxes, fuel, the cost of carrying loads of cargo that

hadn& rsquo;t been paid for, losses, and constant repairs because of attacks. Shortly before the refit
they& rsquo;d lost a premium load of fresh candy because awoul d-be assassin& rsquo;s mining laser had
breached their container hull. They& rsquo;d had to go back and replace the candy at their own expense.
Cargo insurance paid off late, if at al. Actsof God or Nature might have been covered, but armed
insurrection was not. Shonawatched Lani knot one more gold bead onto the long string, and shook her
head.

Lani had been awarded most of the assets that had devolved to her after the destruction of her colony,
making her avery wealthy young woman. Brought up in avirtua barter economy, she had no ideaof the
power her money commanded, except that her adoptive parents never seemed to have quite enough of it.
Nor did she understand the delicacy of the situation into which her wedlth put the Taylors. She kept
trying to give them money, but Shonahad been firm about refusing it, ingsting that the money belonged
only to her, and it wasn& rsquo;t asimportant to them as Lani was. It was difficult for agenerous child,
scarcely into her teens, to understand the complexities of lega battles, and how rumors could so easily
ruin areputation.

The finished span showed the red of love and the green of life plentifully interspersed with blacks, silvers,
and purples, ending with red for love and blue for peace. Lani tied off the circle and offered it to her
mother.

&ldguo; The gory of my life,& rdquo; Shonasaid, dipping it over her head, &Idquo;literally from
beginning to end. Lookslike 1&rsquo;ll diein bed. Now, if you could only assure me 1&rsquo;d die
solvent. Which color isfor money?& rdquo;



Alex saized the hanging end and yanked it closer to hisface to investigate, pulling Shona& rsquo;s head
downwithit.

A hollow groaning rose through the bulkheads around them. At last they fdlt the disorienting drag of the
ship dowing down into clear space. In the next room Chirwl finished his swim. Shonacould hear him
gplash out of the tub, shaking the water out of hisfur so thet it struck the wallsin anoisy shower. The
adjoining door did open, and the ottle lolloped across the floor to clamber up beside the crowd on the
bed. The cat rubbed againgt him cozily, then turned his head to pretend they didn& rsquo;t know one
another. Saffie durped her big pink tongue over the ottle& rsquo;s head. Shona smiled. One big happy
family. Any bigger, and the smal bed wouldn& rsquo;t hold them. From the intercom in the next room,
they could hear the crew& rsquo;s voices as Gershom gave orders, and echoed the engine noise insgde
thewalls.

&ldquo;All clear,& rdquo; Shona heard Gershom say. At once, she kicked on the comm unit and booted
up. The software program searched out the nearest line-of-sight beacon to the Sbyl& rsquo; s location.
They must have come out of warp amost on top of one, for there was an instantaneous response.

&ldquo;Hurray! & rdquo; she cheered. & ldquo;Civilization a last.& rdquo;

The smdl screen filled with the Galactic logo, then swirled into blackness, waiting for her to enter an
access code. Shona hit the Answerback button on the top |eft of the keyboard. A new logo spun
forward.

&ldquo;One Moment Please.& rdquo;
Alex bounced up and down happily.
&ldquo;L ook, Mama!l & rdquo;

&ldquo;Y up, | seeit.&rdquo; With her baby cuddled on her 1ap, and Lani&rsquo;s head on her
shoulder, Shonafelt absolute contentment as she watched her new number scroll up the screen. For
security& rsquo;s sake the code had been changed again, so she had written it into her communication
program instead of memorizing it.

&ldquo; This may take awhile,& rdquo; she said, stroking the girl& rsquo;s silky black hair. Lani had
grown so much. In no time she would be taller than Shona, who wasn& rsquo;t very tal. Funny how it
had worked out that though she wastheir foster child, Lani looked enough like Gershom with her dark,
solemn eyes and small, folded mouth that people automatically thought she& rsquo;d been born into the
family. Alexander had Shona& rsquo;sfairer coloring, with light brown eyes and hair, and a plump, pink
mouth. If the poor child ever encountered real sunlight under atmaosphere, he& rsquo;d probably freckle
like she did. He was a cheerful, loving baby who seemed to have inherited his mother& rsquo;s native
optimiam.

Chirwl, on the other side of the bed, perused the menu that appeared next on the screen. The comm unit
was the only piece of mechanical or € ectronic equipment, besides the food preparation devices, that he
redly liked. Ottleswere anti-machinery, or rather non-machinery-oriented. Their culture was based on
barter and philosophy, and there was nothing they needed that they couldn& rsquo;t make. As one of the
students sent out from hisworld to study humanity, Chirwl acknowledged machinery as part of the
curiogties of the new race but regarded al those unnatura things with deep suspicion.

&ldquo;What to do first?& rdquo; he wondered. & Idquo;Shall one hear the news from other places or
see mail ?& rdquo;



&1dquo;Oh, Chirwl, how can you ask?& rdquo; Shona chided him playfully, reaching for theicon for
persona mail. &Idquo;lt& rsquo;s been months! & rdquo;

She suffered through along, long pause while the net found the data posted to the new number.
Shona& rsquo;s copious correspondence had been the source of much pain for the Galactic Bureau of
Investigation agentstrying to shield her. Anyone could trace her location from the beaconsto which
certain numbers were delivered. In the end, the GBI set up severd accommodation accounts that
collected her mail, splitting her trail into five to seven branches. These branches sent her messageson to
other branches that eventualy dumped them into the main number she used now. Shonawas never
certain that some of her messages weren& rsquo;t lost along the way .

Thediversty of letterson theligt, a veritable feast after socid starvation, delighted her into awordless
exclamation. Her best friend, Susan MacRoy, had sent every week. Aunt Laurel and Uncle Harry Elliott
popped up oncein awhile on the list. Shonawas pleased to see her forgetful scientist friends on Erebus
had managed to hold onto the comm program she& rsquo;d set up for them. Even though it was aweak
link in the security chain, she& rsquo;d requested that the GBI not change their access number to her
during their periodic sweeps. Though each had multiple academic degrees, none of her dear friendson
Erebus was capable of probing the niceties of asmple Executefile. Create artificid life, perhaps,;
program avideo unit, no. Shona held her hands over the keyboard, enjoying hersdlf for one moment
more.

&ldquo;What are you doing?& rdquo; Lani asked. & ldquo;Why not play them?& rdquio;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m just anticipating, honey,& rdquo; Shona said with agrin.
&ldquo;& mdash; That& rsquo;s long enough.& rdquo; Her fingers dove toward the keys.

Susan& rsguo;s face appeared on the screen. & ldquo;Hi, twin! Y ou couldné& rsquo;t have picked a
worse time to go incommunicado. | would give anything to be able to talk with you right now. The
tri-video isin the middle of production, and everybody& rsquo;s driving me crazy asking for details of
eventsthat happened when | wasn& rsquo;t there! & rdquo; Susan rolled her large blue eyes skyward.
&ldquo;Wish you could be here to help me record your life story. We& rsquo;ve got the most gorgeous
guy to play Gershom. | thought they were going to computer-enhance hisimage to make him look more
likethe redl thing, then the Lega Department said that would be bad& mdash;make him atarget for
casua busybodies, you know. | mean, your pictures arein the news-files. Anyone can look them up if
they want, but who says that the whole galaxy needs to know?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;sfor certain,& rdquo; Shona agreed. On the screen, Susan& rsquo;s image nodded
violently asif she could hear her friend& rsquo;s comment. Her long lashes dipped wickedly, inadequately
disguising atwinkle. Shonarecognized it was asign Susan was about to drop abombshell. She waited.

&ldquo;Anyhow, the big headline for the day isthat Dree Solanais playing you! She merely sgned
today, twin, so thisisfresh-out-of-the-mold news.& rdquo;

Shona gasped with delight. Dree enjoyed a reputation as a serious character actress who won drama
award after dramaaward and could pick her parts as she chose. Anything starring Dree had automatic
viewership in the billions. Susan& rsquo;s career had & Idquo;arrived& rdquo; as the entertainment folk
would say, if her first mass production could attract alead player of that magnitude.

&ldquo;l am so thrilled, every time | think about it | hyperventilate! & rdquo; Susan continued. &ldquo;!
love working on aproject with actual funding. It means| don&rsquo;t have to subsist on nutri, which |
hate, but not as much asyou do, | know.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, that& rsquo;sfor certain,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She had along-standing, if cordia, didike of



the food subgtitute. The bland substance satisfied dl nutritiona requirements except for taste and texture.
&ldquo;Nooo-treee, & rdquo; Alex echoed, making aface. Shonalooked apologetic.

&ldquo;Wdll, it is convenient for making baby food,& rdquo; she said. &Idquo;No doubt about that.
Sorry, honey.&rdquo;

&Idquo; Then there& rsquo;s the cutet little muffin playing Lani. Doesn& rsquo;t really look much like her,
but she& rsquo;s agood actress. If you& rsquo;re still hide-and-seeking when it airs, 1& rsquo;ll upload
the video to you. Everyone& rsquo;s going to be glued to their screens. | think you& rsquo;re going to
be famous. | think we& rsquo;re al going to be famous. | wish | could see your face. More to come.
Watch this space! | bet Alex is getting big. Send me pictures! Over and out, kiddo.& rdquo;

Eagerly Shonareached for the control to record areply, then checked hersdf. & ldquo;What am |
doing?& rdquo; she asked the others with a shake of her head. Saffie raised her head and cocked
intelligent eyebrows a her mistress& rsquo;s self-deprecating tone. & ldquo; This messageisamost five
months old. 1& rsquo;d better see everything e sefirst.&rdquo; And yet sheitched to start recording. She
missed Susan, who had shared part of their adventuresin exile before she went back to try and interest
an independent tri-video producer in the Sory.

Shonaread the next lineitem in the ligt, atitle and address on Mars, then hastily skipped the cursor over
it. &ldquo;l & rsquo;ll listen to that later,& rdquo; shetold Lani. &ldquo;More officid notices! Boring. Oh,
look at this! & rdquo;

The next message was from her uncle Harry. He stared straight ahead of him into the video pickup, his
plump, freckled face |ooking uncomfortable above the tight collar of hisbusinesstunic. Suddenly aware
of the Record light before him, he cleared histhroat.

&ldquo;Honey, thisisaquick note. | secured the addition to your loan. 1t& rsquo;s okay. Uh, send soon.
Y our aunt says, give you her love. So do the kids.& rdquo;

Shonawhigtled as she punched the Delete command. & ldquo; This sureisan old message. | heard from
the bank while we were at the shipyard, and we& rsquo;ve been paying through our assorted noses ever
since. What& rsquo;s next?& rdquio;

Her many correspondents had sent various parcels of news, mostly asking when she would be back on
beam. Shona happily recorded quick notes to them dl, letting them know that the Sbyl wasflying again.
Chirwl put in afew wordsto the scientists on Erebus, whom he considered fellow philosophers.

The bulk of the transmissions were more updates from Susan. Occasiondly they were sent from the
cabin in her ancient runabout, but more often from a public box in the middle of abusy space station,
with men in uniform, family groups, and coveraled workers burdened with video equipment crossing in
the background. The production was going well. Progress was made from one message to another
regarding Susan& rsgquo;s attempts to charm, then persuade, then bully the producersinto telling the
Taylors& rsquo; story the way that she wanted. Shona approved of the way Susan seemed to grow in
confidence from one note to the next. Before, pure charm and talent had been her chief means of
negotiation; she had snce added savvy.

&ldquo; They cottoned on to the facts about Lani but couldné& rsquo;t understand the human angle of the
whole thing,& rdquo; Susan lamented. & ldquo;And dl they could think of was the money& mdash;which |
suppose in their cases would have been the primary reason to adopt her& mdash;but they had no
business suggesting that was why you did.& rdgquo; Shonamade aface, but didn& rsquo;t comment.

& ldquo;1 & rsquo;m making friends with the video editor, in hopes that she& rsquo;ll et me soften the part



up, change the dialogue in the audio comp before it goes back to the director. She understood the
difference, and | think she& rsquo;s sympathetic. We both figure it& rsquo;ll be easier to get forgiveness
than permission for atering the script.& rdquo; Susan sghed. &ldguo;Here | am going on asif having my
dream job is nothing but anightmare. 1t& rsquo;s not true, twin. 1&rsquo;m having agreat time. | just
hope | think the efforts areworth it in the end. And | hope you like the show. | can&rsquo;t believeit airs
in two weeks. Over and out.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Exciting,& rdquo; Lani said, her face aglow.
&ldquo;Y ou said amouthful, swestie & rdquo; Shonaagreed.
&ldquo;Can one word fill amouth?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

At last, the message following in the scrol | contained the promised video. Shonallet thetitlesrun long
enough to see Susan& rsquo;s namein the credits as the producer, then shut it off. &ldquo; Thereit
is&rdquo; shetold Alex, her eyes shining. & ldquo;Y our Auntie Susan. Wes& rsquo;ll screen this later
when we can dl watch it. All right?& rdquo;

She recorded amessage of congratulationsto Susan. & Idquo;l am so proud of you, twin,&rdquo; she
sad. &ldquo;Whilel&rsquo;m not sure | want to relive that part of my life, & rsquo;m looking forward
to seeing it because you did it. | hope thisisthefirgt of athousand successful projects. Much love, and
out! & rdquio;

In ahopeful mood, Shona pulled up the next message, which was from her uncle Harry& rsguo;s bank on
Mars. Ingtead of the plump, mustachioed face of her late father& rsquo;s brother, she was confronted by
anarrow-eyed man with black, gimlet eyes. He held up a datacube.

&ldquo;Doctor Taylor, | am Chang-an Zeles, the chief loan officer of MarsBank One. | have here before
me your file, and specificaly the record of your last payment. The release of fundswas sgnificantly after
the due date. | have been made to understand by your uncle, aman for whom | have the greatest esteem,
the persond difficulties under which you are working, but those do not free you from the basic

repongi bilities of meeting your obligations on time, especidly since they are such substantia obligations. |
have no choice but to assess late fees and interest.& rdquo; He touched a button on the consolein front
of him. A flat graphic replaced his uncomfortably sharp features.

Numbers dropped one by one into a stark white column in the center of the screen. Asthefigures
appeared, Zdes explained them in an emotionless voice. At the conclusion, the total bobbed up from the
bottom of the frame, knocking the other numbers upward in a surprised flutter asif they hadn& rsquo;t
expected the kick in the backside. Shonawinced at the amount even as she bristled at the implication that
shewas using her uncle& rsquo;s position to avoid paying her debts on time. Then she looked at the date.

&ldguo;Wait aminute! & rdquo; she exclaimed. Freezing the message in place, she brought up her
account record. & ldquo;l got an ack notice back from the central database when | released the
money& mdash; yes, hereitis. | did pay ontime.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou have paid but he thinks you have not?& rdquo; Chirwl asked. &ldgquo;Who is
right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am,&rdquo; Shonasaid, with grim satisfaction. &ldquo;And he recorded thisin advance of the
overdue date. L ook at the time code.& rdquo;

Chirwl curled into abdl and put his paws over his eyes. &1dgquo; The numbers do adance | do not like. |
think | seethe very soul of the machine, and it is cold.& rdquo;



Lani leaned closer. & dquo;He was early,& rdquo; she said.

&ldquo;Uh-huh,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;l bet he had alot of debtorsto dun, and this went out with
the queue without anyone checking. Y es, there we go,& rdquo; she said, pointing to the remaining
communiquesin her file.

After ashort note from her aunt Laurel, she had another message from the same loan officer, looking
rather more harried.

&ldquo;Had to record one out of turn, did you?& rdquo; Shona said to the screen, with satisfaction.

&ldquo;Zedes here,& rdquo; the dour man said peevishly. & ldquo;l wish to acknowledge the receipt of
the payment on your ship mortgage.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Good,& rdquo; Shona said.

&ldguo;We are rescinding the interest, and leaving only the late charge. It will be added to the principal.
Please make note of that when remitting your next payment.& rdquo;

& ldquo;What?& rdquo; Shona exploded. & ldquo;But we weren& rsquo;t late! We don& rsquo;t owe
anything.& rdquo;

She recorded aterse message saying that since the credits had been in place before the galactic due date,
&ldquo;& hellip; | would appreciateit if you would rescind the late charge, too, Snce asyou can see by
the acknowledgment enclosed that the payment was not late. Thank you. Aarrgh!&rdquo; she growled
as she shut off the Record function. & Idgquo; Sometimes the persond touch is more repellent than just
getting aquick notice from a computer.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Will you be to send it now?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Shona said. &Idquo;l & rsquo;ve got alot of gossip for Susan, | have to send to my
aunt and everyoneto let them know we& rsquo;re up again, and Lani might have afew wordsto

say?& rdquo; The girl reddened and shook her head. &ldquo;No? Surely later, sweetheart& mdash; One
connectisal | darerisk, and | want to save that until we& rsquo;re ready to warp again. We could be
pinpointed if there& rsquo;salot of unexpected activity from aremote beacon like this one.& rdquo;
Shona sighed. & Idquo;l&rsquo;ll be alot happier when we don& rsquo;t have to run anymore. | thought
when they put you-know-who away that it would be the end of our troubles.& rdquo; Lani silently looked
at her handsfolded in her 1ap. Shonareached over and squeezed the girl & rsquo;sfingers. & [dquo;Well,
it wouldn& rsquo;t do if things got boring, would it?& rdquo; she asked. & ldquo;One day he& rsquo;ll run
out of money, or influence, or he&rsquo;ll just get tired of chasing us. Y ou& rsquo;ll see.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l hope s0, Mama,& rdquo; Lani said solemnly.
&ldquo;l promise& mdash; Oh, no, not again! & rdquio;

Following in the queue were three similar sets of messages from Zeles. Each time, to Shona& rsquo;s
extremeirritation, he assessed interest charges and late fees, then rescinded the interest, but not the
pendty for being late, until the fourth payment due had accumulated arider of severa hundred creditsin
pendties.

Columns of figures swirled onto the screen and arrayed themsalvesin neat rows. Shonafollowed each
cdculation with asinking heart. The very risein the amount of debt dismayed her.

&ldquo;If you persst in maintaining such a poor record of payment,& rdquo; Zeles warned, & ldquo;the



bank may have no choice but to call in the loan.&rdquo;

Shonafdt the blood drain out of her face. Standing up, she handed Alex to Lani, and went looking for
Gershom.

&ldquo;Do you have afew minutes?& rdquo; she asked him.

Gershom viewed the dunning notices without comment. Shona watched the muscle at the corner of his
jaw twitch at the velled insults directed at them by the loan officer. The muscle sagged entirely when
Zdes mentioned foreclosure. Gershom glanced a hiswife, who gave him a helpless shrug.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;ll take us forever to get that straightened out,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;It& rsquo;s
been months since this started to happen, and we& rsquo;ve sent them no explanation because of where
we& rsguo;ve been. They& rsgquo;ll keep on adding pendty fees until we& rsquo;re paying as much on
them as on the principa .& rdquo;

He gave her awry smile and shook his head.

& ldquo;We& rsquo;ll have to pay for now,& rdquo; he said quietly. & Idquo;Send to your uncleto get the
records straight after the fact. We can&rsquo;t afford to have the bank pull the mortgage over amistake,
S0 we have to eat humble pie for awhile.&rdquo;

Her hands shaking, Shona tapped on the command for arelease of credits. She went back to wipe out
her tart rejoinder to the bank& rsquo;sfirst transmission, and recorded in its place anew message
pleading for someone to straighten out their accounts and read their & |dquo;deposited-by& rdquo; dates,
since her records showed that she was on time. Thinking of their swiftly sinking bank balance made her
heart follow suit. The refit had been very, very expensive, eating up al of the bonus given to her by
Manfred Mitchell of the GLC, plus what she& rsquo;d earned in her missions before and after
Verdadero& rsquo;s crime came to light. They needed to find away to raise capitd, or there was area
danger the bank would end up owning anewly, beautifully refitted trader scout-ship.

&ldquo; That cuts us very closeto our panic balance,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldgquo;Next to nothing at
al.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l will give you some money,& rdquo; Lani said at once. &ldquo;Pay off the ship.& rdquo;
Shona hugged her distractedly.
&ldquo;No. That wouldn& rsquo;t be right. Thank you, honey, but we& rsquo;ll make it.& rdquo;

Thegirl looked bewildered. & 1dquo;Why can& rsquo;t 1 give money to you? Why won& rsquo;t you
accept? | saw the bank baance.& rdquo;

&ldquo;We& rsquo;re not hiding it. But your money& rsquo;s yours, not ours, sweetie. Y ou& rsquo;l|
want it when you grow up.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Not dl of it,&rdquo; Lani protested. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s so much. | couldn& rsquo;t spend it
al inmy life&rdquo;

& ldquo;We woné& rsquo;t take anything from you, and that& rsquo;s the end,& rdquo; Gershom said,
perhaps alittle more sharply than he intended. Shona, her nerves taut from the amost-fatal encounter
with thekiller scout, and then thisfinancia ondaught which threstened them dmaost more than physica
peril, jumped to her feet.



&ldquo;Just amoment,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s no need to snap at Lani! | know how
much you vaue our independence. That means we have to find ameans of earning our way out of debt.
[t& rsquo;s that Smple.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, it& rsquo;s smple, isit?& rdquo; Gershom demanded. & ldquo; Suppose you tell
me& mdash;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Just amoment,& rdquo; Shona said again. She turned to Lani, who was pale with fear.
&ldquo;Honey, will you excuse us?& rdquo; The girl fled to the laboratory, taking Alex and Chirwl with
her. The animals, sensing tension, vacated the room at once. Shona closed the door, then returned to her
perch on the edge of the bed. Gershom leaned over her and repeated hislast question in ataut, furious
voice, pitched so it wasn& rsquo;t audible in the [ ab.

&1dquo;Suppose you tell me how | can keep in touch with suppliers when the GBI keegps changing my
communication code? If they can& rsquo;t find me, they& rsquo;ll use another carrier. They don& rsquo;t
care about our problems. They only careif their goods get out intact and on time. And asfor buyers,
there& rsquo;s athousand shipsjust like oursin the spaceways. Most of them don& rsquo;t have families
to support.& rdquo;

Shonafdt the blood leave her cheeks. That was an unexpectedly low blow. Gershom redlized it as soon
asthe words were out of his mouth. She&rsquo;d lost her first baby under tragic circumstances, and he
hadn& rsgquo;t been able to be with her at the time to help her through it. They& rsquo;d been hoping to
rasealarger family with some measure of security while they were both young enough to have the energy
to do so.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry, sweetheart,& rdquo; he said, sitting down beside her and putting an arm over
her shoulders. She didn& rsquo;t fed much like being touched, but shelet him lean againgt her. A moment
later, she& rsquo;d regained her equilibrium and hugged hisribs hard. He relaxed with asigh, and moved
his hand up to cup her cheek in his hand. Shona, her fingersin atense knot, managed atiny, hopeful
amile

&ldquo;Maybe it& rsquo;s just too soon to think about another baby,& rdquo; she said, with difficulty,
picking her words with care. She& rsquo;d started this discussion when she should have known he was
vulnerable. She had wanted to share her frustrations and tensions, and by the Blue Star, she& rsquo;d
succeeded. & ldquo; Too impractica to start another. Alex isjust toddling. It would be difficult for meto
handle two in digpers at once aswell as a career and managing our finances.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou don& rsquo;t have to be that brave about it,& rdquo; Gershom chided her gently, blowing a
teasing breath down into her bangs. She turned her face up to his, thinking again that she had married the
handsomest man she had ever met, with hislong dark hair, long dark lashes, and beautiful, strong
cheekbones. &ldquo;We ought to have another before our space moose gets too attached to being the
youngest child.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt&rsquo;ll work out,& rdquo; Shona said firmly. &ldquo;We managed to get through refit. We
got away from that contract killer. We can manage without taking money from Lani.&rdquo;

&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll have to,& rdquo; Gershom said meaningfully. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t want to risk
having the authorities remove her at the last minute on atechnicality.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll ask Mr. Mitchell for aloan. Perhaps the Corporation could advance me some
money.& rdquo;

&ldquo; They owe you agreat dedl for saving their necks,& rdquo; Gershom agreed. & ldquo;And for



hurrying to do their assgnments no matter where for three years, without complaint. A smal loan
shouldn& rsquo;t be out of line.& rdquo; He threw a glance at the closed door. & ldquo;Was there
anything in the messages from the Child Welfare Bureau?& rdquo;

Shona scrolled upward through the menu of her messages. &1dquo;Y es. | wouldn& rsquo;t let Lani seeit,
but since you& rsquo;re here wes rsquo;d better know the worst.& rdquo;

The female caseworker& rsquo;s face was familiar. Shona and Gershom had dedlt with her dmost
exclusvely for the past three years. She was remarkable chiefly in that she never showed any signs of
emotion whatsoever. &dquo;Captain and Dr. Taylor, | must inform you that the find hearing on your
adoption of the child Leilani has been postponed once again& hdlip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;What?& rdquo; Gershom exploded. & ldquo;Why?& rdquo;

&Idquo;& hdlip; friend-of-the-court brief filed by Mr. Brogau Din van Keyn. On behalf of the
Anti-Exploitation Watch. Mr. Din van Keyn points out that it might be harmful to the child& rsquo;s
psyche to be adopted by a couple with no permanent homes&: hellip;& rdquo;

It was Shona& rsquio;s turn to protest. & ldquo;in this century? There are millions of peopleliving on
gpaceships. There are people who& rsquo;ve never been in planetary atmosphere! & rdquio;

&ldquo; Shh,& rdquo; Gershom said, rewinding the frames. & ldquo;|l thought | heard a buzzword.
Y es.&rdquo;

&ldquo;& hdlip; whose financid obligations are too greet to properly support achild, and may thereby
subject her to unnecessary emotiond strains.& rdquio;

&ldquo; Thereit is, & rdquo; Gershom said. &Idquo; They il think we intend to use her as acash cow.
Until they can prove otherwise, they& rsquo;ll delay the find paperwork.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Damn them,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &Idquo; The GBI promised they& rsquo;d expedite the
adoption three years ago. See here, we can prove we haven& rsquo;t taken amillicredit from her. We
love her, not her money.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, but to other people it& rsquo;s an obvious attraction. Probably the way they& rsquo;d treat
her in our place. | admit it&rsquo;s a great temptation, especially when she keeps pitching her fortune
into our laps, especially now when we could use afriendly loan. But we don& rsquo;t dare. |
didn&rsquot like the rumors | heard after that last hearing.& rdquo;

Shona nodded, rubbing her templeswith her fingers. They had carefully kept any details of the case from
Lani, except to let her know that it was till under consideration, but their lawyer had suggested that it
would be wiseto make certain their actionsreflected their intention to give the girl agood and stable
home, regardiess of her financid expectations. In light of the extraordinary amount of money Lani was
heir to, some members of the pand viewed the Taylors with perhaps understandabl e skepticism. They
were cautioned that any irregularities could result in having Lani immediately taken away from them. Lani
was terrified a the prospect of losing her foster parents. Shona and Gershom vowed that they would not
let that happen, no matter what it cost them. Shonaregretted that in this case it might easily cost Gershom
his precious ship. She bit her lip.

& ldguo;Was there nothing but bad newsin your mail ?& rdquo; Gershom asked lightly. & [dquo;What
does Susan say?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh! & rdquo; Shonasaid, sitting upright under his arm. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s one more



message from her. Stay and seeit.& rdquo; She read the Galactic time signature. & ldquo;|t& rsquo;s only
two weeks old. 1&rsquo;m nearly up to date.& rdquo; Shelet it play.

The data transmission didn& rsquo;t open with Susan& rsquo;sface. Instead, it began with aclip from
the Galactic News. Shona stopped it and ran it back to make sure the codes were correct. They were.
Shelet thedisk run.

A reviewer from the Galactic News appeared on-screen.

&ldquo;Five gars for neophyte producer Susan MacRoy,& rdquo; the blue-haired woman gushed.
&ldquo; The story of the brave young woman who single-handedly defeated an ice-hearted murderer
whose greed threatened to envelop the galaxy isawow. This docudramais based on news events of a
few years ago involving the GL C that made the inhabitants of boardrooms tremble acrossthe civilized
universe. If bad guy Veringer isanything like the origind he portrays, then the real number isa skunk who
deservesto stay in deep-freeze for the rest of forever. Hot script, hot direction, and fabulous casting.
Look for thisoneto pick up awards galore at the Stellars! & rdquo;

Susan& rsquo;s face replaced that of the reviewer. & ldquo;What do you think? Can you believe the grest
review? There are lotsmore! The disclaimer at the beginning of the video says & Isquo; Some of the facts
in the following dramatization have been dtered to protect the innocent,& rsquo; and people have been dl
over meto know what& rsquo;sred and what isn& rsquo;t.& rdquo; She giggled. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t
intend to tell. It& rsquo;s fun knowing something no one e se does. We got great ratings, and 1& rsquo;m
getting job offersfrom dl over. | owe you and Gershom one fabulous dinner the next time| seeyou.
Hope it& rsquo;s soon. Love.& rdquo;

Following the message were more of Susan& rsquo;s reviews, each as enthusiastic about the video as
they were damning of the villain, afacet of the show that not one reviewer failed to mention.

&Idquo;Evil personified! & rdquo; one male dressed in Slver lame declared. & Idquo;Absolutely wretched
evil.&rdquo;

Shonaand Gershom looked at each other.
&ldquo;What did she put in that video?& rdquo; Shona asked.

&ldquo;We& rsquo;d better seeit,& rdquo; Gershom said. &Idquo;L et the others back in, and
we& rsquo;ll dl watch it. | know that Ivo wanted to.& rdquo;

The picture ended with Dree Solanain her torn shipsuit, slanding in the midst of her loved onesand
embracing the dark-haired child, while the white-haired villain was hded off to justice. Triumphant music
rose over the audio, blaring trumpetsin their ears. Thefind creditsflickered on the screen, dl fadingto a
smple blue-black emblazoned with the logo of the video digtributors. The Sbyl& rsquo;s crew sat back
and let out a collective breath. Lani scrubbed tears off her cheeks with her cuff, and glanced up at the
adults. Shona shook her head solemnly.

&ldquo;He& rsquo;s not going to like that,& rdquo; she said.

&ldquo;Maybe he will not seeit,& rdquo; Chirwl said. Shona shook her head. & Idquo;He& rsquo;ll see
it.&rdquo;

The scene on the screentank held till on asingle frame, that of aman with thick white hair, hismouth
frozen in ascream astwo other men in conservative dress dragged him from an opulently appointed
office suite. Looking on at the white-haired man& rsquo;s humiliation were atall man with long black hair;



askinny, ederly malewith rheumy eyes; aburly stevedore, hislight brown hair clipped dmost to his
skull; and a short light-skinned woman with alush, bow-shaped mouth. Jachin Verdadero stared and
dtared at the screen, feding the blood mounting up behind his eyes until the picture was blotted outin a
haze of rage. The three-demensional quality of the holotank madeit seem asif dl he had to do was reach
out to touch the characters. He wished he could. He would joyfully strangle the young woman who had
put him here. He snatched up a handy datacube to smash through the plexiglass front, and then
remembered what the prison guard had told him. The next time he destroyed anything in hiscell, it would
not be replaced.

Not that the suite of roomsto which Verdadero was confined bore any resemblanceto acell. As
chambers of incarceration went, these were palaia. They were furnished expensively with every luxury,
every comfort, every need arich man might conceivably desire to hand, except alatch on hisside of the
door or acommunications console that was connected to the outside world.

The eaborate combination unit that functioned as avideo system, message player/recorder, music
console, and personal computer was not hooked up to anything but a power cable. Verdadero played
datacubes brought in that had been downloaded for him, then carefully screened for content. Anything he
brought out of the cell was screened, and wiped if found suspect by his so-far incorruptible guards. There
was no apped. His sentence was along one, and his keepers often verbal ly wished he would become
used to theidea of continued vigilance and settlein to modd prison life.

Verdadero chafed at any bonds, no matter how dight. By whatever favor his attorneys had gleaned from
the corrections system, his physica confinement was bearable. That he was unableto physicaly travel the
galaxy mattered little, but the incarceration of hismind and will irked him. That was the single bond he
endeavored to break. So far, he had been unable to circumvent the justice system& rsquo;s boundaries.

The video and itsreviews, tendered to him after agigantic bribe, hurt his massive ego.

&ldquo; They will pay for this&rdquo; he vowed. First the downfal itsdf: afinancia setback he could
handle; even aloss of time was acceptable. He was a businessman, he understood failure of ventures,
and the stripping of planetary assetswas risky a best& mdash;but the humiliation he suffered at the hands
of that chit! That child! Verdadero ground histeeth, and stared at the video screen. The screaming male
carried away to trid and imprisonment was him. No matter that they gave it another name, the soul was
his. All his pride had been stripped away.

&ldquo; They& rsquo;re gonna be laughin& Isquo; at you from here to the frontier, Jaci,& rdquo; his guard
sad impertinently. The broad-faced redhead had entered silently behind him, had watched him clutch the
datacube and releaseit.

Verdadero turned, and with incredible self-control, favored Duncan with a politely blank look. He
refused to rise to the man& rsquo;s bait. The guard was an amateur at torment. & ldquo;l made too good
atarget, astereotype, Mr. Duncan. Even the mindless panderers of the entertainment industry

couldn& rsquo;t resist that.& rdquio;

Duncan, deprived of hisfun, made a sour face. &ldquo;Y eah. Y ou ready for your walkies, Jaci ?& rdquo;

Verdadero nodded. He glanced at the time displayed in the corner of his player screen. Just past the
lunch hour. Domitio should bein the exercise yard. His contacts on the outside were happy to take Mr.
Verdadero& rsquo;s money to keep sending messages around the net. It was time to increase the reward
on the Taylorsfor subjecting him to such incredible humiliation. No, timeto doubleit. With al the
appearance of docility, he preceded Duncan out of the cell and waited while the guard locked the door.



3

Weseks after escaping from the would-be n, the Sbyl&rsquo;s smdl shuttle floated lightly down
through clouds on a course that spiraled toward the surface of Poxt. Asthe cottony white vapors parted,
they got their first ook at the main continent of the ottle planet.

&ldquo;Blue Stars, look at dl the trees! & rdquo; Shona exclaimed, leaning forward againgt the impact
sraps. &ldquo;l have never seen forestslike that in my life.& rdquo; Gershom reached back through the
division beside the co-pilot& rsquo;s couch for her hand, and squeezed it. Shona squeezed back
gopreciatively.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s beautiful ,& rdquo; Lani breathed. Alexander was strapped in with her in the seat next
to Shona. He crowed.

&ldquo;l have never seen it from above,& rdquo; Chirwl said, clutching the top of Shona& rsquo;s chair
with his sharp taons. &ldquo;When | left home this many ago | was hidden in a place aft to shelter from
the machine | was not familiar with riding in.&rdquo;

Ivo, in the shuttle& rsquo;s command seet, grunted. & 1dquo;Y ou sure get agood view now.& rdquo;

The green canopy of the jungle below seemed to reach up toward them. By straining her eyes, Shona
could seelessdigtinct patches of other colors: brilliant scarlet, deep gold, and a stunning eectric blue,
plus strips of white along the natural gaps through which wide riversran. The white continued out over a
wide delta, and spread dong the shore of the landmass, flanked on one side by the jungle greensand on
the other by aguamarine waters. Shonalost sight of the continent as the shuttle shot southward and
dropped another ten thousand feet, covering ocean and idands and ice cap. By the time they |ooped
around again, the continent was much closer. The brightly colored patches became digtinctive groves of
trees, each with its own texture and height.

&ldquo;Where do we land, Chirwl ?& rdquo; Shona asked. She had the ottle on her shouldersin his
deeping pouch, which doubled as a backpack so she could carry the short-legged dien.

&ldquo;l would not know,& rdquo; Chirwl said, awed by the sight of his home planet. & Idquo;!
don& rsgquo;t know have references from up here distance.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m on beacon,& rdquo;& |squo; 1vo said. & ldquo; They got landing instructions on
automatic. 1t& rsquo;s & rsquo;drive by automatic& Isquo; No red navigators gotta visit here.& rdquo;

&ldguo;No one but ottles, scientists, and a diplomatic colony,& rdquo; Gershom noted. & ldquo;Maybe
they& rsquo;ll be eager to see atrader. | won& rsquo;t mind if we can& rsquo;t make any dealswhile
we& rsgquo;re here, but it would be nice.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Huh,& rdquo; said Ivo, asthe shuttle dropped beneath the canopy of leaves. & ldquo; The day
you don& rsquo;t look for business& hdllip;& rdquo; He glanced at the huge branches which were spread
far enough apart to alow the shuttle to pass between them, but were so heavily overgrown with leaves
and vinesthat sunlight was cut by more than half. He shrugged toward clusters of head-sized red globes
hanging close to the enormous tree boles. & Idquo; They& rsquo;re not going to want dried fruit, not with
they own sourcesfor fresh. What else we got? Electronic parts?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Everyone aways needs replacement parts,& rdquo; Shonasaid optimigticaly.

They passed over a barrel-shaped object topped with aflashing yellow light, and twin rows of bright blue
lights whose flashing chased toward the west.



& ldquo; That& rsquo;s the beacon,& rdquo; Gershom said. 1vo nodded and flicked switches. The nose of
the craft eased down until the landing whedls were bumping over the uneven surface of anarrow field.
&ldquo;Where to from here?& rdquo;

The ottle was bouncing up and down in his pouch. &ldquo;From here | know,& rdquo; he said, dmost
babbling with joy. & ldquo;Do asthis, please. See the black and red mark arrows upon thewall of the
tree at the end of this path? Follow there, then turn.& rdquo;

Ivo grunted, pushing levers and solenoids. The shuttle rumbled and coughed when itsjets shut off and the
land engines cameto life. Driving her like atruck, the pilot whedled the shuttle toward planetary north.
Theroad, hewn out of raw forest dong awide, dow-flowing river, led to an irregular-shaped clearing
where other small craft were tied down under heavy tarpaulins and portable hangars.

&ldquo;Stop here! Stop, stop,& rdquo; Chirwl chattered. The shuttle lurched to ahat next to anarrow
clearing large enough to house it. Looming over them was a rough-barked tree taller and deeper than the
Shyl hersdf.

Shonastared out the window &t it.

& ldquo; That& rsquo;s one mucking greet tree,& rdquo; she said in admiration. & dquo;Does your family
live there, Chirwl ?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not there, but another close, near by onetree that is missing, on the side of theriver opposite
from thisone.&rdquo; A small, sable-furred paw came over her shoulder and pointed a sharp talon
downward toward a gap in the dense canopy. & ldquo;From here we must walk to there.& rdquo;

&ldguo; They& rsquo;re all mucking grest trees,& rdquo; Gershom said, getting out of the shuttle and
gretching hislegs. Shonahanded him Alex and followed down the steps, steadying hersalf on the ladder
with one hand on therail and the other holding the strap of her backpack containing the excited ottle.
Lani scrambled down in two long-legged jumps, and stood looking around her in sheer delight.

&ldquo;Ah, but not al dike,& rdquo; Chirwl said, inhaing and exhaing in huge, happy gulpsthat blew
gusts down Shona& rsquo;s neck. & ldquo;Smell the air, how dedlicious! & rdquo;

Shona leaned back, drew in a deep breath, and expelled it in a colossal sneeze. The cool, moist air was
full of feathery green scentsthat tickled her nose.

&ldquo;Fresh,& rdquo; she said, laughing.

&ldquo;l must touch the ground,& rdquo; Chirwl inssted. Shona pulled the backpack off her shoulders.
The ottle bounded out of the leather sack and rolled head over tail into the wiry vegetation. Lani giggled
asthe smdl alien cut capers, burrowing through the undergrowth and scratching his back by rubbing up
againgt bushes and trees. He turned a half-somersault and lay on hisback ecstatically wriggling al four
feetintheair.

& ldquo;1 & rsquo;ve missed this,& rdquo; Shonasaid, holding out her arms and spinning in adow circle
with her head thrown back. & ldquo; Trees, vines, air, clouds& mdash;am | turning into a groundbounder
inmy old age?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not a chance,& rdquo; Gershom said, collecting her in abig three-way hug with Alexander,
&ldquo;because | fed the same way. And no one would ever accuse me of being alandlubber.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s the atmosphere & rdquo; said Kai. & ldquo;l feel asensation of well-being in this
heady atmosphere. Something around here must naturally generate aload of negative ions.& rdquo;



&1dquo;Oh, no.& rdquo; Chirwl stopped in the middle of rolling over in the grass. & ldquo;All ispositive
here, for life and joy and thought.& rdquio;

&ldquo;1t&rsquo;sdl in the mentd attitude,& rdquo; Shonasaid, grinning. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s no
sensein correcting him, Kai. Heisright, thesau-rudy spesking.& rdquo;

Sometimes it seemed to Shonathat Chirwl didn& rsquo;t understand the human language at dl, and
sometimes he taught her something new about it that she had never considered. She sighed. Shewas
going to miss him dreadfully, but she had to let him carry on with hislife. They& rsquo;d had seven years
together. She could cherish the memories, dthough it wouldn& rsquo;t be the same. Chirwl must have
shared her fedings. He& rsquo;d said awoeful, lingering goodbyeto al of Shona& rsquo;sanimds. Harry
pretended not to care when Chirwl came to pet him, turning an offended, fox-colored back on the ottle.
Saffie, however, understood the seriousness of the occasion, and emitted sad little whines as Shona
carried Chirwl and his pouch out of the lab modulefor thelast time.

Ivo hauled Chirwl & rsquo;s heavy carryall to the door of the shuttle and tossed it to the ground, climbing
down after it. With agrunt and one mighty effort he clasped the straps and shouldered the bag. The
weight overbalanced to one sde, sending him staggering.

&ldquo;What& rsquo;s in here?& rdquo; 1vo complained to the ottle. &1dquo;Y ou livein trees, so you
don& rsquo;t need bricks.& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s cat food,& rdquo; Shona said, with agrin. At Chirwl& rsquo;s request, Shona had
gone on an eclectic shopping spree in the shipyard& rsquo;s satellite town and returned with some
surprising choices. & ldquo; Twenty-kilo bags. Foreign delicaciesfor the home folks. Chirwl likesthe
same flavor Harry eats, and figures hisfamily will enjoy it, too. There& rsquo;s other presents, but mostly
it& rsquo;skitty kibble.& rdquo; 1vo shot the ottle alook of disgust.

&ldquo;Y ou eat good human-type food, too. Why didn& rsquo;t you bring some of that?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah, but it does not keep so well asmy friend Harry& rsquo;s food, and nutri is not of
interest.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou can say that again,& rdquo; Shonaremarked.
&ldquo;Why?& rdquo; Chirwl wanted to know.

&ldquo;l hope there& rsquo;s nothing breakable in there,& rdquo; Gershom said, as Ivo dropped the bag
heavily to the ground and hoisted it into a better position on his back.

&ldquo;Small, soft things only, except for my thes's, which isin many partsthat cannot be
broken.& rdquo;

&ldquo;If we& rsquo;re not as close as you say, | & rsquo;m dropping it in the river,& rdquo; Ivo
threatened, his black browsdrawninto aV over aset face.

&ldquo;Close! Thisway, thisway,& rdquo; Chirwl said impatiently, scooting up the nearest tree bole and
waving a paw toward anarrow path that led back into the forest and away from the reed bank.
Reluctantly Shona broke free of her husband& rsquo;s embrace and picked the ottle up.

&ldguo;We can go fagter if | carry you.& rdquo; The ottle wiggled into the pouch, and Shonadung it on
her back. &ldquo;Where to?& rdquo;

At Chirwl&rsquo;s direction, Shona squeezed in beside the gigantic bole of atree whose striated bark



was S0 thick she could have put her arm into it up to the shoulder. With difficulty, the men followed. Lani,
bringing up the rear, dipped in after them as silently and effortlesdy as awood nymph.

&ldquo;Remark your way well,& rdquo; Chirwl warned them asthey set out into the thick undergrowth.
&Idquo;l shal teach you as young ones of my kind have always been taught. Thisancient treeisthe
oldest heart-tree for this zone region. When Poxt cooled many eons back ago we |eft the origina places
whererivers began to be too icy. Now those lie under leagues of snow and no ottle goesthere. It istoo
bad, for much philosophy was thought there, and many among uswould be gratefully glad to read the
musings of our ancestors.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Does anyone live up there now?& rdquo; Shona asked, peering up into the dense branches.
&ldquo;In thetree, not the arctic region.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No. Itislikeahistorica house residentia shrine.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Are dl the heart-trees this big?& rdquo; Gershom asked. & 1dquo;| & rsquo;ve seen smaller space
sations.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, most are younger,& rdquo; the ottle said, & Idquo;so they do have not grown astal.& rdquo;

Beyond the ancient treestead, the brush on the floor of the forest thinned and grew in scattered clumps no
more than knee-high. Shona, with Chirwl till in her arms, was able to pick her way on the spongy jungle
floor. Gershom and Lani trotted up swiftly to walk aongside them. The crew spread out behind, 1vo and
Gershom with their hands on unbuckled hip holsters. Kai trotted along at the same gait asif he were il
in the corridors of the Sbyl, hismind e sewhere. Eblich remained on the ship. He might have enjoyed the
scenery more than Kai, but he had admitted in histaciturn fashion that he& rsquo;d dready said his
farewdllsto Chirwl, and more would be painful. Besides, someone had to keep the Sbyl in orbit.

&ldguo;Mama, whatzat?& rdquo; Alex shouted, seeing an avian with scarlet plumage whiz by overhead.

&ldquo;A bird, honey. | don& rsquo;t know what kind. See, there& rsquo;s a reptile,& rdquo; Shona
sad, pointing out askinny, lizardlike form clinging to abranch. &ldquo;Or should | say, a
reptiloid?& rdquo;

Clugters of colorful, long-tailed birds like bright flowers swirled around the heads of the hikers and flew
away, caling out their surprisein hoarse, mocking voices. Alex reached up to grab for one and was
disappointed when his hand came back empty.

&ldquo;Pretty,& rdquo; he said.

Chirwl trilled excitedly. &ldquo;Ah! Now, hereisthetreein which | and my siblings played a racing with
youngsters from many clans. And thisis the one where several of us swore a pact never to tell

falsehoods. The place of burning still shows.& rdquo; Shona noticed a blackened patch on the top of one
thick, outspread branch.

&ldquo;Burning?& rdquo; she asked. &1dquo;Y ou have to take vows over fire?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, no, for but ayouthful childhood escapade,& rdquo; Chirwl said, alittle sheepishly.
&ldquo;Wetook fire from one of the cookings, and over the flames one must hold one& rsquo;s paw
whiletelling thewords. If oneisnot quick, then fur will scorch. A test of memory it was aswell as daring.
And thereisthe heart-tree where the male-generative one who fostered me and my siblingslivedin
youth. The young tree that was growing up beside that placeisgone. | thought it weak when | knew
it.&rdquo;



&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t see how you can tell al these trees apart,& rdquo; Gershom remarked.

&ldquo;l have dways thought that same confusion over buildings,& rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;Most
because those smell so much the same as another. Trees do not smell dike. They have each their own
perfume aroma.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Redly?& rdquo; Shonaasked, breathing deeply. To her, the trunks had asingle, peaty, rich
scent. Chirwl & rsquo;s keener senses could obvioudy detect something she couldn& rsquo;t.

&ldquo;Y our tree better not be far,& rdquo; Ivo said grouchily. He swung the heavy bag of cat food to
the ground and stretched his back.

&ldquo;lt is not,& rdquo; Chirwl said, whistling happily. Hiswhiskers tickled Shona& rsquo;s ear ashe
leaned closer to give directions. & ldquo;Forward isthe feed stream to the grest river. Toward the purple
flowering treeslies the bridge we are to be crossing.& rdquo;

A ribbon of deep blue sky opened up ahead. They felt a quickening and awarming of the light breeze.
The fingers of the wind combed through Shona& rsgquo;s short hair, and she smiled.

&ldquo;See the river gap,& rdquo; Chirwl said excitedly. & dquo;We are on target for the bridge, since
over your clothesyou will not like to swim.&rdquo;

&1dquo;l would,& rdquo; Lani said promptly.

&ldquo;Maybe later, honey, after we& rsquo;ve met Chirwl& rsquo;sfolks,& rdquo; Shonasaid hadtily.
&ldquo;l seeit.&rdquo;

Theinevitable thick brush that clusters dong ariver bank wasinterrupted very briefly by a

Jacob& rsquo;s ladder of wire and planks anchored to the ground and to one of the larger trees nearby
by means of knotted cable asthick as aman& rsquo;swrist. The narrow span disappeared behind the
undergrowth, but through small gaps they could glimpse sections of it suspended over the deep river cut.
In the distance, the river& rsquo;s roar was audible, a soothing wash of white noise and chuckling gurgles.

Asthey drew closer to theriver, its voice was overpowered by aloud buzzing. Ivo, sumping aheed,
jumped in surprise when the clump of weeds he kicked emitted a cloud of black flies.

&ldquo;Hey! & rdquo; he yelled, backing off. He swatted at the droning mass with Chirwl & rsquo;s bag.
&ldquo; They sting! Get them off! & rdquo;

&ldquo;l did forget to tell & rdquo; Chirwl called gpologeticdly. & ldquo;Seek the low-lying,
lozenge-shaped leaf and rub it on your person. That will drive them away.& rdquo;

Shona scanned the ground for a plant with diamond-shaped leaves or petals. &1dquo; There! & rdquo; she
said, stooping for ahandful of white-furred green stems. & ldquo;We& rsquo;d better al useit.& rdquo;
She put the ottle down and rubbed the weeds between her pams.

When crushed, the leaf emitted alemony, spicy fragrance that was pleasant to human nogtrils but drove
the fliesaway at once. The spacers daubed themsalves with liberal quantities of the natural
insect-repellent, and stepped through the hovering mass of offended flies. Shona, carrying Chirwl, led the
way onto the bridge, and halted in the center to look up and down theriver.

The banks on both sides were unbroken expanses of dappled green down to the brown earth of the
waterline. Even the bresk they& rsquo;d spotted when parking the shuttle was invisible. Smal eddiesin
the river&rsquo;s current showed where water creatures had dived for safety when the humans



gppeared. Avians swooped over the surface, snatching up insects and dipping for fish. Thesingle,
triumphant call of abird echoed from far away. Shona sighed.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s so& hellip; untouched,& rdquo; she said. &ldquo;On any planet where we& rsquo;ve
settled 1& rsquo;m used to seeing piers, water mills, or power plants sticking out into any body of
water.& rdquo;

&ldguo; This colonist group promised usto be very subtle & rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;At firgt they cut
many trees, but then found that we were here living above their heads. It was they stop, for now they
knew thiswas not only their habitat, but ours, too.& rdquo;

Nothing disturbed the quiet except for the rushing water and their breathing. Lani rocked back and forth
on the guy wires, her gaze drifting contentedly from one cluster of green to another.

&ldquo;Like home& rdquo; she said smply.

Shona searched her face for signs of sadness. Lani&rsquo;s last days on her native planet of Karela had
not been happy ones. Thegirl, sensing her foster mother& rsquo;s eyes on her, turned and gave her a
swest, poignant smilewith alittle shrug of her shouldersto say shewasal right. Shonamoved close and
gave her aquick hug.

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s so peaceful here, isn& rsquo;t it?& rdquo; Shona remarked, taking a deep breath of
thefragrant air.

&ldquo;Y es,&rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;lt is conduciveto long life. Thereisa philosophy that such an
atmospherein one might live forever. An ottle who disagrees with that thought believesthat thereisno
correation, but refusesto live with great noisesto test histheory. He wishesto live aslong as any
can.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, would you find it necessary to try atheory like that?& rdquo; Kai said, shaking his head.
&ldquo;After dl, atheory& rsquo;s not proof. Why risk your life on the chance that a notion& rsquo;s
true?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah, but the true philosopher& rsquo;s thoughtsis histry.& rdquo;

Though she was reluctant to stir, Shona thought she had better bresk up what might turninto along
on. &ldquo;Chirwl, where does your mate live from here?& rdquio;

&ldguo;Shnomri livesin the tree under which we will be passing,& rdquo; Chirwl said, disappointed at
having to stop such astimulating discussion. &ldquo;But | will not call upon that ottle until after | have
sad greetingsto home. We shall go further on dong thistrail eight more trunks. In my heart-tree iswhere
Wilalives. That ottle only isfrom my clan. Asyou do not, we do not mix close biology, too.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou mean you avoid inbreeding,& rdquo; Shona said. She turned her head asfar as she could to
meet Chirwl & rsquo;s eyes. & ldquo;Y ou mean you have two mates?& rdquo;

Chirwl, usudly the most voluble of creatures, actudly stopped talking, abashed. & dquo;lItisnot a
discussion to be with others mostly. Of importance, but yes only to those involved in the trining.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Trining& mdash;? Oh, like pairing.&rdquo; Aslong as he was discussing the topic, which she
could never get him to do before, Shonaintended to keep going until he clammed up. & Idquo;Well, tell
me about them.& rdquio;

&ldquo;WIla, of my tree, isvery young. Shnomri, of a-tree-much-nearer-the-river, isof my equd in



philosophy, and it isfor that ottle& rsquo;s sake which | take to space to meet you and other humans. My
thesisisnow at apoint when | may set it before the seniors of thought, to have them discuss and judge if
my think isgood.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, it&rsquo;s origind, anyway,& rdquo; Shona commented. & ldquo; That& rsquo;s got to
count for something. | & rsquo;ve got interna bioscans of you, and there& rsquo;s no place to put babies.
Do both of your mates bear the young?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not both. Only the receptive one, who isWla. | am for biogenetic donation, so thereis no need
for the uterine sack insgde myself. Shnomri isaso for biogenetic donation, of ova, which iswhy Shnomri
comes from elsewhere. To you, that one dmost ismae and femae a once. Since Wlaand | come from
the same place, | am theleast of importancein thetring, so it isnot important that | am not thereto
discussthe upbringing of young until now. Wlawill have been representing the clan.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Do the otherslook differently from you? | mean other sexes, not other ottles. 1& rsquo;ve never
met another ottle. Alien Relations brought you to me.& rdquo;

Chirwl twitched hiswhiskers. & ldquo;Not on the outside are differences evident, except receptive ones,
who are smaller for better hiding. Poxt can be not-wel coming to those with young to care for. The three
leaders, each to represent one gender, make sure al know what protect needs to be taken.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou have atriumvirate? Are they amated trine?& rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, no. Not necessarily, for governing changes as need does. Of ottles, some are with the same
mates forever. Some change as they choose, or if peril or disease takes one from their three.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l suppose dl environments have their dangers. If something happened to one mate, would the
remaining ones remarry& mdash;| mean, take a new mate?& rdquio;

&ldquo;Ah, in afaithful triangle the other two never breed again. It ismost tragic.& rdquo;
&ldquo;And which sort are you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l like stability. It iswhat you do that | understand.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l think that& rsquo;s a compliment,& rdquo; Gershom said.

Dennison heaved himself painfully up from his cot. He made it to a Sitting position before he was quite out
of breasth. Where was he? He couldn& rsguo;t remember. He put a hand to his head, fedling for lumps,
and felt skin. How odd. Where was his hair? He felt down the crown of his head to the cranium. Ah,
thereit was. He blinked blearily at the sun coming through the window of the hut. A man with brown hair
stood next to the window. He recognized him as Hampton, one of V olk& rsquo;s most trusted assistants.
Volk&mdash;! Y es, he remembered now. His notes, were they still hidden? He had to go tell somebody
what? He rose and doddered toward the door.

&1dquo;Oh, no, Ed.& rdquo; Hampton grabbed his arm and grinned down a him. Down? Hewastaler
than Hampton. At least he had thought so. Dennison tried to straighten his back, but it wouldn& rsquo;t
graighten any higher. He remained looking up sort of sdeways, with his head tilted, because his neck
hurt too much to turn it forward. & ldgquo;No,& rdquo; Hampton repeated. & ldquo;Y ou& rsgquo;re staying
right here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l have to go,& rdquo; Dennison indsted, pushing against the other man& rsquo;s superior
strength. & ldquo;l have to& hellip;& rdquo; He forgot what it was he had to do. He dumped back onto
the cot, and tried hard to think. Hampton went back to stand by the window.



Whilethey were still hundreds of meters away from the clearing Chirwl had indicated, Shonaand the
others began to notice deeping pouches suspended high against the trunks of the greet trees. The
papoose bags came in every color. Some were scarlet, mocking the huge red fruit they& rsquo;d aready
seen, othersafresh and vivid green, some a blue-spruce color, afew agolden yellow-orange, and dl the
colorsin between. Chirwl, who preferred adark brown pouch, was apparently one of the more
consayvative ottles.

The walkers had been observed aswell. Shona heard ashrill cry from high over their heads. More cries
answered it, and the ottles began to emerge. From thefirst tree, dark, furry bodies came swarming down
aong channdsin the deeply fissured bark to greet them. One or two, still high up, et out musical whistles
and chittersto the next trunk aong, to let others know that visitors were approaching. Shona saw the
glints of sharp white teeth, pink tongues, and bright dark-brown eyesin the sable-furred faces. The
ancient forest clearing was cut through at one corner by an old riverbed. The water was only inches
deep, but it filled apooal. At the darm, ottles clambered out of it, shook themsalves dry, and hurried to
join thethrong.

By the time the visitors reached the clearing, they were surrounded by a knee-deep, chattering mob of
deek backs. To her delight, Shonafound the ottles were not multiple replicas of Chirwl, but
distinguishable by facid or vocd characteristics, like pudgy cheeks or big shoulders or adiscernible
soprano sgueak; on the whole just the same kind of lovable, gregarious creature, but different, too.
She& rsquo;d wondered if when this moment came she would suddenly be disappointed that her friend
was not uniquein al the galaxy, but as soon as she met more of hiskind the fear vanished. Each one had
itsown digtinct persondity. Chirwl remained one of akind.

&ldquo;Let down, let down! & rdquo; Chirwl cried, al but clambering over her neck to get out of the
pouch. Before he was even on the ground, he was engaged in a spirited conversation with ahandful of
otherswho clustered close to see him. Shonalet him go, and made her way through the quarter-height
throng to Gershom, who stood straight, like ahuman tree, looking on the scene with amusement. Alex sat
inthe crook of hisarm like astatue, lips parted and eyes wide, staring.

&ldquo;Sirenlike, aren& rsquo;t they?& rdquo; Gershom said as Shona joined him and dipped anarm
around hiswaist. He dropped hisfree arm over her shoulders. & Idquo; Their voices go right through my
head.& rdquo;

&ldquo;A young onel & rdquo; an ottle with adistinct whistle exclamed from beside their heads. It was
clinging to the bark sdeways by its needle-sharp claws. It pointed a Alex. &ldquo;Do let us meeting
your young. So seldom meet do we.& rdquo;

Shonalooked up a Gershom, who set the toddler down. A crowd of admiring ottles formed around him
at once, poking inquisitive noses at him from a handspan away .

&ldquo;Look at him.& rdquo; Gershom laughed. & dquo;His eyes are about to pop out of his

head.& rdquo; Alex sat rapt, his back againgt hisfather& rsquo;s legs, reaching out to pat one ottle after
another. He had aways loved Chirwl, and seemed ddlighted to be surrounded by dozens and dozens just
like his companion. Each ottle came up to speak with him and, recognizing the need of the young to
explore, let him fondleitsfur or touch itsearsor tail. The joy bubbling ingde his smdl body finaly blurted
out in one huge, explosive chuckle, and he started to babble at his new friends the few phrases Chirwl
had taught him in the ottle tongue. Shonalaughed. The whistling ottle legped up to his post beside her
head and stretched out a paw to touch her cheek for attention.

&ldguo;How smart and how beautiful isyour offspring,& rdquo; it said. & Idquo; To our admiration he
gpeaksto us, and yet heisvery young?& rdquo;



&ldquo;He& rsquo;s known Chirwl since he was born,& rdquo; Shona explained. & Idquo;Humans pick
up languages very quickly when they are small.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l s there documentation of phenomenon this one?& rdquo; asked another ottle. & ldquo;lt could
be yoursindividudly issmply moreintelligent and learnable than others.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l would hope Alex is as bright as he seems & rdquo; Gershom said, alittle haf grin quirking up
the corner of his mouth. &ldquo;But not only isthere documentation, there are classesin many skills
taught to very small children.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ahhhh. Most interesting.& rdquo; The two ottles scampered farther up the tree to discussthe
métter.

&ldquo;l think we might have started anew philosophica argument,& rdquo; Shonawhispered, grinning.

Lani wandered here and there with wide eyes, caressing the trees and plants with familiar fingers. She
looked at home at once, happy to be back in adeep-forest environment. Shonafelt atwinge, thinking
how much the girl must have missed her native planet after the Taylors swept her away to the serile and
cold habitat of aspaceship. At thetime, there had been no choice, but now that the girl was growing up,
she could soon make her own decision asto where she would live. Shona didn& rsquo;t want her to
spread her wings too soon, but vowed she would be opened-minded and encouraging when the girl
wanted to talk about her future.

Chirwl shouldered hisway back to Shonathrough the milling throng of ottles. Behind him clustered atrio
of creatures, one dightly smaller than the other two, dl with visble rough, graying patchesin the sable fur
around their shoulders and tails. He chittered in his own tongue, then changed smoothly into Standard.
&ldquo;Bethisismy very beloved Shonaand her one-mate, Gershom. Know my generative

ones,& rdquo; he said, twisting his flexible spine around dmaost his own length to introduce each.
&ldquo;Chlari, father of the cdll, Thio, mother of the cdll, and Tsanan, nurturer of myself and my
shblings.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Chlari, Tsanan.& rdquo; The name Thio sounded more like a descending whistle than aword.
Shonadid her best to imitateit. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m so very pleased to meet you. | & rsquo;ve enjoyed
traveling with your& hellip; offspring. All of ushave. We& rsquo;ll miss him now that he& rsquo;s come
home to stay. He& rsquo;s been a good companion.& rdquio;

&ldquo;He lookswell and happy,& rdquo; Chlari said approvingly. & ldquo;He must dso enjoy traveling
with you.&rdquo;

Tsanan, hunkered next to Chirwl, rubbed cheeks with him, and whispered low in hisear. Herepliedina
childlike, cooing purr that Shona found endearing. It figured that Tsanan, as the one who cared for the
young, would have been Chirwl & rsquo;s confidant and comforter while he was growing up. They were
still close, and Tsanan seemed reluctant to be at any distance from her newly returned charge. Shona
sympathized. She couldn& rsquo;t imagine the wrench she might fed if Alex went away for seven or eight
yearswithout ever being able to communicate directly with her, and she hadn&rsquo;t acluewhat a
typicd ottle life pan was. Had Chirwl been away hdf hisnaturd life, or only atenth? Less or more?
Chlari grunted impatiently and twitched hiswhiskers. Chirwl and Tsanan reluctantly broke up their
tete-a-tete.

&ldquo;l have refutation for the theory of mine which you denied vaidity before going,& rdquo; the old
one said. &Idquo;Y ou must come up to the deeping place and peruse it.& rdquo;

&ldquo;When | know where | shdl be placing my bedpouch,& rdquo; Chirwl said, &Idquo;we shdl



exchange notiona documents.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Eh, you can be taking it now.& rdquo; Chlari turned his back on his offspring and co-mates, and
waked deliberately up the tree, disappearing into the crevices of the bark.

&ldquo; That ottleis more than glad you are returned in safety,& rdquo; Tsanan said. &ldguo;He had said
of late that you were no more, that your travels had ended out there amidst in the stars.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Didn& rsquo;t Alien Relations send back reports to you on how he was doing?& rdquo; Shona
asked, shocked.

&ldquo;Oh, yes & rdquo; Tsanan said, her black eyes gleaming mischievoudy. & ldquo;Chlari isnot
believing them, for thereisno logical proof other than their words, which are so limited in scope yet not
narrow in meaning. Mere pictures. What are they but inventions of human machines of what may not
exig? Thio assureshim, but Chlari does not believe hir.& rdquo;

Tsanan pronounced the fina word & 1squo;heer.& rsquo; Because the ottle& rsquo;s pronunciation of
Standard words was s0 flawless, Shona refused to believe it was amistake of diction. She assumed
instead that the term & Isquo; hir& rsquo; was the pronoun assigned by the human colony& rsquo;s linguists
to a concept with which they had been previoudy unacquainted: naming the two different biodo-nors of
tri-gender extraterrestrias.

She was about to ask about possessive pronouns, when ashower of fingertip-sized rounds of wood
rained down on them from above. Startled, Shonajumped out of the way and looked up. One pouchina
small cluster of three Situated close to athick main branch was squirming vigoroudy. More disks,

assorted debris, and afruit core plummeted down, bouncing off the heavy bark to fall amidst the other
discardsin the wiry grass and bushes at the tree& rsquo;s base.

&ldquo;Chlari,&rdquo; Thio said, shaking hir head.

Chirwl and the other two elders carefully picked through the undergrowth for the fallen disks. Shona,
Gershom, and Lani bent to help them. Ottles, with their small personal capsules and the wide world
beyond them, kept very few possessions. That which they did not want they smply threw out of the
pouches, never to be seen again in the thick undergrowth of the forest below. It was atrait Shona had
had to deal with on shipboard, where everything Chirwl discarded ended up in very plain view onthe
floor.

&ldquo;Not that one,& rdquo; Thio said, batting a disk out of Gershomé& rsquo;s palm with a deft paw.
&ldquo; That isnot Chlari&rsquo;swrite. Let us.&rdquo;

Chirwl looked up at Shonawith shining eyes ashissmall, deft paws sorted various odditiesinto piles.
Thio took possession of one stack, and set them in order among the others before hir. &ldquo; Thisis
good typica of my hometime. | am proud to be showing to you everyday life. Itisnot likeyours, so |
know you are interested.& rdquo;

&Idquo;l am interested, Chirwl,& rdquo; she said, hunkered beside him with one hand lightly balanced on
hisdeek back. &Idquo;Y ou know & rsquo;m going to miss you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Perhapsin the future there can be more going,& rdquo; he said, nodding. & ldquo; The pouch will
not hold young ottles forever. More thingsto see | would like to know. Can you stay awhile long for
now?& rdquio;

&1dquo;Only afew days,&rdquo; Gershom said. &ldquo;Now that the Sbyl& rsquo;s in working order,



| & rsguo;ve got to get back to work. My clients are clamoring, and the bank is on our backs.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Very dliterationa & rdquo; Chirwl said gpprovingly. &ldquo; That is good backward poetry of
the beginnings of words rhyming instead of the ends,& rdquo; he explained to Tsanan. The nurturer
nodded, long front teeth clipped over her lower lip in concentration as she handed her last collection of
disksto Thio.

&ldquo;Now | have them all,& rdquo; Thio announced, and presented a double-pawful to Chirwl.

&ldquo;L et me take those,& rdquo; Shona said, holding out her hands. She put them into
Chirwl & rsquo;s pouch.

&Idquo;Chirwl-Ili?& rdquo; ashy whistleinquired. The throng had receded to adistance to talk amongst
themselves, leaving room for another to come forward. Through the parted grasses dipped anew ottle
with fur that looked more fluffy than deek. By her Sze, Shona could tell shewas anurturer. Although
mature, she had atentative, youthful gait. Her dark eyeswerelargein her smal, well-shaped heed, and
her sharp teeth very white.

&ldquo;Wla & rdquo; Chirwl exclaimed. He tapped Shona& rsquo;s ankle with an excited paw.

& ldquo;Encounter one of my proposed co-mateswho is Wia, also of my greetly extended
family.&rdquo; Chirwl intertwined hisfingerswith hers, touched noses and cheeks with her, and they
conversed together in their language of staccato whistles, clicks, and chitters. Sheformed an interrogative
sentence in her own language, and he answered in Standard, to which she replied. The two dropped in
and out of their native tongue, while exchanging cheek licks and ear rubslike apair of cats. Shona caught
various phrases. & ldquo;Place of gestation& hellip; choice of beginning at once or waiting to see& hdlip;
thess of naturad& hellip; Shnomri said, superior genes& hdllip;& rdquo; Shonalaughed. So typica of
Chirwl. Wlaglanced up at her in surprise, asif aware of the humansfor thefirst time.

&ldquo;What is funny?& rdquo; Chirwl wanted to know.

&1dquo;Y ou& rsquo;re both being so& hdlip; so rational about what isfor humans the most emotiona of
relationships and responsibilities,& rdquo; she said. &ldquo;l know we rarely go into marriage or
childrearing with such detailed plans worked out ahead of time. Welet love or parental ingtinct take its
course mogt of the time.&rdquo;

&ldquo;We only work out the logistics of family life,& rdquo; Chirwl chided her, &ldquo;not the love and
caring needed to go into between we three for each other and our offspring. | have missed out on many
of the conversations, and must be brought up to knowledge on the decisons. It isimportant.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l stand corrected,& rdquo; Shonasaid gravely. Gershom winked at her. & ldquo;Wia,

| & rsquo;m pleased to meet you. Chirwl hasn& rsquo;t told us much about you, but 1& rsquo;m sure
you& rsquo;re a deep-thinking philosopher, just like him.&rdquo; Wlalet out ashrill giggle and flirted her
furry eyelids. She looked up from Shonato Gershom.

&1dquo;Only two generative ones are you. Was one lost?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, we& rsquo;re a complete set. Humans have only two kinds of generative ones,& rdquo;
Shonatold her. &ldquo;We combine the functions of ova-donor and nurturer into one like me. Both of
us care for our children, but only females are cgpable of carrying the young and producing milk to feed
them.& rdquo;

Wila chittered with laughter. & ldquo;Most strange! So much for one to do.& rdquo;



Abandoned by most of hisadmirers, Alex let out a squawk of protest and tottered toward his parents,
amog faling over abush. &ldquo;Mamal Mama, pick me up! & rdquo;

&ldquo;l couldn& rsquo;t agree with you more sometimes,& rdquo; Shona said, gathering up her noisy
offspring. She checked his digper quickly, and gave him an approving pat on the sest when she
discovered it was till clean.

Lani cameto join them. Knedling down slently next to Shona, she held out her armsto take Alex.

&ldquo;No, thank you, sweetheart. 1&rsquo;ll bear my own burdensfor awhile. Wia, thisis our
daughter, Lani,&rdquo; Shona said. &ldquo;Also agood friend of Chirwl&rsquo;s. She comesfrom a
forested planet like yours.& rdquo;

Ivo gave abored sigh and let his burden dip noisly into the high grass.

&ldquo;Ah! & rdquo; Chirwl exclaimed, diverted. & ldquo;And presents | have for family, indeed. Wia,
whereis Shnomri? That ottle must have in the sharing.& rdquo;

With aquick glance a Shona, Wlaresponded in a series of whistlesand clicks.

Chirwl stopped her. & ldquo;But to converse in Standard is more polite. Where is Shnomri?& rdquo;
&ldquo;ls not coming,& rdquo; Wlasaid, tucking her head amost undernegath her body.
&ldguo;What iswrong? Does Shnomri ail ?& rdquo;

Wilaglanced up at Shona, blinked her eyes, and ducked swiftly into the nearest bush.

&ldquo;Did | do something wrong?& rdquo; Shona asked.

&Idquo;! think Wlawishes private conversation,& rdquo; Chirwl replied.

&ldguo;Welike her very much, Chirwl,& rdquo; Shona said, nodding toward the hidden nurturer.
&ldquo; She& rsquo;s as cute as a button.& rdquio;

&ldquo; Buttons make some sense,& rdquo; Chirwl said, and disappeared into the undergrowth after his
co-mate. The humans heard urgent cluttering, including ahelplesswail from Wla

&1dquo;& hdllip; does not wish to come out of the pouch& hellip; for greet anyone, especidly you& hdllip;
the co-mate.& rdquo;

Chirwl emerged afew momentslater, shaking his head.

&ldquo; Thisisunsuitablein behavior. Thereis some foolishness that Shnomri wishes not to appear in
public. This| do not understand.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt is outrageous,& rdquo; Thio agreed, Sding with hir son. & ldquo;l shal reason with

Shnomri.& rdquo; The ova-donor headed back toward the trees near the river. Shortly, they heard loud
remondiration from the pouches hanging over their heads. Thio, hanging from ahandy branch two trees
away, was arguing with adark blue-green bag, which retorted in amellow, determined voice. The bag
emitted one find-sounding comment, and Thio, looking affronted, turned head-down into one of the bark
channdls.

&ldquo;Disgrace, disgrace, disgrace,& rdquo; Thio said upon hir return, shaking hir head.



&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t mind, Chirwl,& rdquo; Shonasaid, seeing that most of the clan was embarrassed
by Shnomri&rsquo;srefusa to appear. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m looking forward to visiting the human
Settlement. Gershom and | should check in with them as soon as possible, to let them know weg& rsquo;re
here.& rdquo;

&ldquo; The thicket and awide dell and another narrow copse only divide us,& rdquo; Tsanan explained,
pointing toward the east.

&ldquo;ls not hard to find,& rdquo; Wlasaid, suddenly popping out of the undergrowth. & Idquo;l will
lead you.& rdquio;

The winsome young female lolloped to the edge of the clearing, bounding over the high grass, and paused
coyly with her head bent to one shoulder, waiting. Kai wasjostled out of astimulating discusson with a
pack of ottlesto join the walk to the other side. Ivo seemed more than ready to get away from the
multitude of chattering diens, and ssumped away from hiswell-wishers. Lani looked up at Shona,
suddenly shy, no doubt, at the thought of meeting a crowd of strangers.

&ldquo;Can | stay here?& rdquo; she asked.

&ldquo;Certainly,& rdquo; Shonasaid, & ldquo;if that& rsquo;s al right?& rdquo; She glanced at her
hosts.

&ldquo;Of courseitisdl right,& rdquo; Tsanan said, sdling up to the girl and patting her kneewith a
gentle paw. &ldquo;A pleasure to have her stay.& rdquio;

&Idquo;! will rousting out Shnomri in the midst of time, & rdquo; Thio said firmly.
4

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m excited we& rsquo;re going to see this settlement,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

&1dquo;1t& rsquo;s probably the most important onein the galaxy. | remember when it was founded, do
you? It must have been amost fifteen years ago because | was till in secondary school. 1t& rsquo;s been
held up as proof that humans can coexist peacefully with another intelligent species.& rdquo;

&Idquo;But of course,& rdquo; Chirwl said, diving in and out of the knee-high wiry grass. &ldquo;Are
we not proof an example our two selves? | will be curious to hear how good neighbors they are
being.&rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, very so,& rdquo; Wlasaid. & ldquo;Shnomri was ever visiting there, as were many others.
Friends they we make good.& rdquo;

The ottles& rsquo; path through the dense thicket was easily wide enough for human feet to pass. Wila
dashed energetically afew meters ahead at atime, pausing every now and then for them to catch up.
Shona, being smdll of stature, had less trouble following her than the men did. Thelow overhang of the
trees suggested that humans seldom used the path; al of the men had to walk crouched over. Shona
reached up to push the branches back, and came away with dozens of tiny thornsin her hands. No
wonder no one had tried to clear the path. It would take a blowtorch.

To lvo&rsquo;saudible rdlief, the ceiling opened up within ahundred yards. A gap in the forest canopy
informed them that at some time in the past one of the ancient trees had fdlen, leaving abroad, rolling
glen open to the sun. Wlaran along astraight track through low, lush, fragrant plant life, then made a
90& deg; turn at its end. She whisked up to a meter-high gap in adense wall of green, then tittered
sdf-conscioudy.



&ldquo;Here iswhere we go, but you are too tall! & rdquo;

&ldquo;Where do we get in?& rdquo; Shona asked, threshing up and back aong the natura barrier,
looking for an entrance. The bushes had dense, sturdy branches, and lobed, ovate leavesthe size of her
head, making them impossible to see through. There seemed to be no break in the hedge. She captured
Alex&rsquo;s hand just in time before he grabbed a cluster of four-inch thorns. On the other side of the
barrier she could hear voices and the hum of agenerator. Gershom and the others spread out, looking for
away in.

&ldquo;Not without amachete, & rdquo; Ka decided, planting hisfistson hiships.

&ldquo;Over herel & rdquo; avoice called. Shonaturned to see atall man waving hisarm above his
head. & Idquo;We thought we heard someone wandering around behind the garden. Thisway!&rdquo;

&ldquo;Garden?& rdquo; Shonalooked down, and, with alaugh, identified the spiky plants around her
feet. &ldquo;Artichokes! & rdquo; Carefully, she picked her way out of the patch with her hand out. The
man who& rsquo;d hailed them beamed at her and clasped her fingersin ahuge, flipperlike hand.

&ldquo;Shona Taylor,& rdquo; she said, smiling up a him. &ldquo; That& rsquo;s my husband, Gershom,
captain of the Sbyl, and our son, Alex.&rdquo; Kai and 1vo stumped back between the cultivated rows,
and introduced themsdlves. & ldquo;We radioed you on the way in. | &rsquo;m sorry about your
crops.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Dewitt Home,& rdquo; said the man bowing over Shona& rsquo;s hand. Hishair grew ina
salt-and-pepper fringe around the bald crown of hishead, and his beaky, high-bridged nose supported
blue-green tinted sunshades. He grinned, showing white but irregular teeth. &1dgquo;Governor of this
blessed plot, artichokes and al. No problem. 1& rsquo;m pleased to meet you, Doctor. Captain, men, a
pleasure.& rdquo; He patted Alex on the shoulder, then shook hands with Gershom and the others.
&ldquo;Wdll, we don& rsgquo;t get alot of human company. Nice to have you here.& rdquo; He glanced
down at the ottles, smiled a WIla, and raised his eyebrows at Chirwl. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know this
fellow. Y ou must be the returnee. How do you do, friend?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l do ddightfully, thank you, Dewitt Home,& rdquo; Chirwl said, glancing around at the clearing.
&ldquo;How this open place has expanded since | was departed from here.& rdquo;

Thumbs stuck in his belt, Home rocked back on his hedls and surveyed the open field with satisfaction.
Six or saven now-distinct crops were flourishing in the acreage | eft open to the sky by the missing trees.
All of them were hedlthy and bright green. He nodded severa times.

&ldquo;Y es, we& rsquo;re doing dl right. All the clearing has been done with the permission of the ottle
heart-trees. No onein my demesne trims a bush without asking. & squo;A course, we don& rsquo;t have
anyone living herewho isn& rsquo;t willing to coexist peacefully. Come and have alook around.

Y ou& rsquo;re welcome! & rdquo;

Small domiciles, prefabricated rectangles with doped roofs, were set with their doorways opening out
into the common area. Each of the houses had bird-feeders, hanging plants, handmade ornaments, and
other decorations hanging from the eaves, brightening up what would have been a tedioudy monotonous
neighborhood on other planets. Container gardens and kitchen gardens were everywhere. Shona guessed
all one had to do was throw seeds at the ground and then stand back to produce agoodly crop in this
climate

&ldguo;Have you had any medical problems living on Poxt?& rdquo; Shonaasked, faling into step with
the big man as he led them past the hedge and down one side of the irregularly shaped common area.



&ldquo; The usud: exhaudtion, alergies, insect sings, tail bites& hellip;& rdquo;
&ldquo;What?& rdquo;

Home grinned. & ldquo;Y ou haven& rsgquo;t seen tails yet? They look like the south end of anorthbound
squirrel with no visble means of support. If you grab one by the plume, the animal, which is only about
two, three centimeters long, detaches and runsfor cover. If you catch it front-to-back, it can sink its
choppersinto you. They& rsquo;retiny, but they& rsquo;re big-time sharp! & rdquo; He showed Shonaa
small white scar on the pad of hisforefinger. &dquo;l made that mistake mysdf. Our doctor inspected i,
and put me under observation for infection. We& rsquo;re close enough in biostructure to ottles that we
can catch some of the same things they do. Fortunately, there& rsquo;s nothing native herelikerabies.
No onewill ever bring it here. I&rsquo;ll do my best to see to that.& rdquo;

Shona had no doubt he would. Though friendly and expan-sive, Home& rsquo;s upright, military carriage
suggested anatural knack for command which probably didn& rsquo;t brook defiance.

&ldquo;How are you getting dong with the ottles?& rdquo; Gershom asked.

&ldquo;Fabuloudy. There& rsquo;s nothing like an ottle for agood, reasoned argument,& rdquo; Home
said. &ldquo;And they can be obtuse little buggersif they want to pretend they don& rsquo;t understand
Standard, but | like & sguo;em. In the beginning we shipped out some folks who were disappointed.
They figured that any other intelligent lifein the universe ought to be bilaterally symmetrical humanoidslike
us, except for having funny ears. Me, | &rsquo;m just plain fascinated by the differences. Trisexud diend
There& rsquo;s two kinds of bio-positors, you know: exterior plumbing, one donating sperm and one
eggs, but you can& rsquo;t tell & rsquo;em apart unlessthey tell you. One of my favorites hasn& rsquo;t
been coming around lately, ashe-mde called Shnomri.&rdquo;

Wila chittered unhappily.

&ldquo;Anyhow, come on around. People will be glad to meet you. If you have a chance, 1&rsquo;d
like a chat about what it was like to introduce our aien friend here& rdquo;& mdash;he waved abig hand
toward Chirwl& mdash;& Idquo;into human society.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l think | learned more from him than he did from us,& rdquo; Shona said as they walked.
&ldquo;Because he asked, | had to examinewhy | said or did some things, and occasiondly |
couldn& rsquo;t find a better answer than that& rsquo;s the way 1& rsquo;d always doneit. | suppose |
never thought about the reasons.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Like?& rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, why | wear socks,& rdquo; Shonasaid, laughing as she ran her fingers dong a makeshift
fence of loosaly woven branches. Alex had captured aleafy twig and was busily tearing the leaves gpart.
&ldquo;Or for that matter, why | wear shoes. Since we tend to build artificid environmentsal around us,
he wanted to know, why not make onethat is safe for bare feet. And then he watched me drop alab
beaker on my toe, and dance around trying to find the brush and dustpan without collecting more shards
in my solesthan | could hel p.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Quod erat demonstrandum. & rdquo; Grinning, Gershom spread his hands.

Home was amused. & ldquo;Y ou had amicrocosm of what we have here, Shona,& rdquo; he said.

& ldquo;We& rsquo;re always asking each other that kind of question. Ottles want to know everything. |
think they& rsquo;d make good researchers, if we could ever convince & Isquo;em that ahuman ideaiis
worth investigating. The pressing need for practical exploration does not exist for them. Ottles have it



relatively essy. They&rsquo;ve licked their environment. Theoretical philosophy isabout the only thing
that keeps them faling back into non-sentient existence.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l beg to differ,&rdquo; Chirwl interrupted, fixing the large human with abeady eye peded for
battle. & ldquo;Would aspecies lgpse into nonintelligence if well-fed and cared for? Then those humans
who do not gtrive daily for their bread must dso fal into non-mentality.& rdquo;

Home shook his head. & dquo; See what | mean?& rdquo;

Privatdly, Shona agreed with Chirwl, but she smiled a her host. The common green was nearly empty. A
man or woman occasiondly trotted from one of the houses aong a path toward the big building at the
foot of the gentle dope. One woman, working alone at alaptop unit, sat under atree, only glancing up
with adistracted nod as they passed. Between two of the huts Shona spotted a cluster of children
involved in agame of blindfold tag, shrieking asthey backed away from It. In afenced field
well-removed from the main living areawere severa head of brown-and-white cattle huddled in agroup
inthe sun. Their eyeswere closed. A couple of calves browsed on something yellow and greenin the
corner of the pen.

Uphill, therewas aflurry of activity. An ancient man doddered out of a hut, heading toward the green.
Behind him acouple of men in lab coats rushed out, retrieved him, and gently turned him back again. A
dark-haired woman appeared at the door, and with an attitude of concern evident even at adistance,
watched as the ancient hobbled back inside. Every house had awedlth of flowers and vines growing on
or around it.

&ldquo; Thisisalovey place to have ahome,& rdquo; Shona said to Home. &Idquo;Y ou chose anice
Ste& mdash;or did the ottles suggest this place?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, kind of ameeting of minds. When wefirst came here, we were farther inland, dong a
tributary of the big river& mdash; turned out to be smack in the middle of one of their villages. Took usa
whileto figure out they were sentient& mdash;what the heck, | think the xenos were looking for televison
antennas and pressed concrete. The ottles had been watching us, waiting for signs of intelligence, maybe.
To them, we never assembled for avillage conference or wrote philosophical treatises. Y ou must know
what it& rsquo;slike founding acolony: everybody do their job, keep your jawing to aminimum. Not an
ottleway at dl.

&ldquo;Wdll, after we figured each other out, we wanted a place that wasn& rsquo;t in the middle of
their dwelling spaces and didn& rsquo;t have any historica significance to them. Out of the eight or so
placesthey suggested, the biologists figured we& rsquo;d do the least damage and could spread out the
most here. 1t& rsquo;s also the closest of the eight to an existing ottle center-place, so go figure. | think it
was a penetrating insght on their part; we& rsquo;ve trained alot of xeno exploration terms here since
then.& rdquo;

&ldquo;How do students react?& rdquo; Kai asked.

&Idquo; Thrilled! & rdquo; Home said, then qudified his exuberance. & dquo;Most of them, anyway.
Some of the xenos have been openly disappointed, because | think they believed the tri-dee movies that
say dl sentient dien lifeisgoing to be bilaterdly symmetrical humanoidswith lobsters on their foreheads.
It takes all kinds. Here& rsquo;s my house.& rdquo;

Home& rsquo;s prefabricated hut looked like al the others, except for aflag with the symbol of the
Gdactic Government fluttering on athree-meter staff stuck in abed of moss-covered pebbles.

&ldquo;From here you can see everyone& rsquo;s front door. That& rsquo;sthe only hard requirement |



made when we laid out the settlement. | want everyonein line of sight until we& rsquo;re so big

we& rsguo;ve got to split in two like an amoeba. Otherwise, you can arrange your place anyway you like.
We& rsquo;ve got eighty people, adults and children, living in the main settlement right now, and
twenty-two more in the annex.& rdquo; He pointed up arising path toward a cluster of eight or nine huts
arranged in an arc. &ldquo; They& rsquo;re a bunch of researchers from LabCor. | don& rsquo;t know
what they& rsquo;re doing, and so long as they don& rsquo;t pollute that site or this planet, | don& rsquo;t
giveahoot. They don& rsquo;t mix with us peasants alot.&rdquo; Home lifted the corner of hislipina
sneer. Shona guessed that the LabCor workers had snubbed Home& rsquo;s attempts to make them part

of the big, happy family.
&ldquo;Isthe GG supporting you now?& rdquo; Gershom asked.

&1dquo;Oh, we get stipends,& rdquo; Home said, with an expression that was a cross between agrin
and agrimace, & ldquo;but they expect usto get dong on our own, pretty much. We might be their
fair-haired baby right now, but they& rsquo;re looking forward to the day when having non-Terrans as
your next-door neighborsis ordinary, so they want usto function like an ordinary colony. They& rsquo;d
loveto turn off the subsidies, but 1& rsquo;ll scream bloody blue murder to the media, and they know
that.& rdquo;

&ldgquo;What do you do here?& rdquo;

Home et hisbig chest puff up with pride. & ldquo;We& rsquo;re generd-ists. We& rsquo;re investigeting
the native chemical compounds and jungle foods, specidizing in sustainable natural supply. Most of our
colony& rsgquo;sincome comes from catal oguing the natural medicinesthat exist right here. We& rsquo;re
moving dowly and carefully, not exploiting any source to destruction. We doné& rsquo;t want what
happened to Old Earth& rsquo;s Amazonian rain forests to happen here. Our researchers go mad with
joy every time they make anew foray into the jungles. The ottles are happy to act asfriendly native
guides. They ask nothing better than to have people appreciate the wedlth of natural treasures here on
Poxt. They want usto see everything, and they& rsquo;ll tell you more than you ever wanted to know
about aplant. Y ou know, ottlestalk amile a minute.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know,& rdquo; Shona said, reaching ahand down to ruffle her friend& rsquo;s ears.
&ldquo;Chirwl lived with me for several years. Now that he& rsquo;s come home, | don& rsquo;t know
how 1& rsquo;m going to stand all the quiet.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l have been quiet, too, between saying,& rdquo; Chirwl said reproachfully. & ldquo;But how can
one communicate verbaly if one does not speak?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Now, there& rsquo;s an ottle for you,& rdquo; Home said with alaugh. &ldquo;So we identify
botanica samples and make analyses of their contents& mdash;natural stuff has trace e ements that
sometimes help the efficacy of adrug, and sometimes make awitches& rsquo; brew of the whole thing. It
helpsthat ottle biology isalot like ours. They point out a plant that they usefor acertain allment, and if
it& rsquo;s a problem we share, we research their folk cure, seeif it& rsquo;s an improvement on ours.
There& rsquo;s the same number of old wives& rsquo; taes, too, though. 1& rsquo;m aways hoping the
oil for rheumatism that the ancients talk about turns up one day. We& rsquo;ve had about three dozen
near misses on that mix, but we don& rsquo;t know what went wrong. The ottles are dways arguing we
didn& rsquo;t bail it right, or we should have taken the root with the vine, or we shouldn& rsquo;t
have.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Areyou in any discomfort?& rdquo; Shonaasked. & ldquo;l can treat you if you want. The
serum of the carti& mdash; & rdquo;



Home waved away her concern. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ve just got afew achy bones. Put it down to old age.
In the beginning, there was too much to do to get the colony started. We wasted aton of time arguing for
continued funding, foisting off newshounds who wanted this whole thing to be amedia extravaganza
instead of an anthropologica experiment, and just plain surviving from day to day. Now wes& rsquo;re
established, | guess| havetimeto St back and enjoy my arthritis.&rdquo;

&ldquo;But acacite-dissolver for the residue& hdllip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;L et be & rdquo; Home said, with findity. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m fifty-five. My dad madeit to
eighty-nine, and he was in the space service.& rdquo; Shona privately thought he looked much older. His
forehead was deeply lined, and wrinkles rimmed his thin-lipped mouth. Hard work and respongbility had
anticipated the calendar by some ten years or more. & ldquo;Well, how about atour? 1 can show you the
test kitchens. Y ou won& rsquo;t believe the terrific fruits and nuts abounding on this planet. Why, within
an acre | can show you sixty species of luscious edibles that would make you swear off anything else
YOU& rsquo;ve ever eaten.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ching-ching,& rdquo; Gershom whispered to Shona as Home stumbled downhill toward a
corrugated-wa | warehouse. & |dquo;Governor,& rdquo; he said aoud, & ldquo;l suppose you have a
regular transport line shipping supplies of your produce off-planet.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And you& rsquo;d be right to so suppose,& rdquo; Home said over his shoulder. & Idquo;We
use InterStar. Nicefolks, supply dl the main systems on their routes. Why& mdash;? Oh, that& rsquo;s
right,& rdquo; he noted shrewdly, & [dquo;you& rsquo;re atrader, too. Well, | dwaysfed there& rsquo;s
enough room in this galaxy for everybody, Gerad& hdllip;& rdquo;

&ldquo; Gershom,& rdquo; Gershom corrected him.

&ldquo;& hdllip; so maybe we can work something out. Say,& rdquo; Home said, stopping in mid-path
before aresdentia hut, & [dquo;wes rsquo;re going to aworking warehouse. Not too interesting, or too
safefor thelittle one. Would you like to leave him with aminder for aminute? A nice, older couple. Mr.
and Dr. Oktari. He& rsquo;s a nutritionist, agood one. She& rsquo;s a par-foo-mee-yer, and

she& rsquo;s done us proud. Folks,& rdquo; he said, when a dark-skinned man and woman answered his
knock, &Idquo;thisis Dr. Shona Taylor and her husband, Captain Gershom Taylor. & rsquo;m giving

her alittle tour of the place. Can you spare afew minutesto look after this young man& mdash;

What& rsquo;s your name, son?& rdquio;

&ldguo;Ahesssh,& rdquo; the baby muttered into Shona& rsquo;s tunic front, suddenly shy.
&ldquo;Alex,&rdgquo; his mother corrected, over his head. & ldquo;He& rsquo;s two years old.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, he& rsquo;s a sweet thing,& rdquo; the woman said, holding out her arms for him. The
baby looked up at her, eyeswide. Shona could tell a once he liked her kind face. Without any fuss, he
put hisarms around her neck and tilted hisweight off Shona& rsquo;s hip. Hastily, the other woman
gathered him up. & ldquo;My, what abig boy you are.& rdquo; The woman glanced up at the man, and
they shared a swest, poignant look. Perhaps remembering their own firgt child, probably al grown up by
now, Shonathought, noticing the copious scattering of white in the womané& rsquo;s dark cloud of hair
and the man& rsquo;s bald pate.

&ldquo;Hes& rsquo;ll be fine with us,& rdquo; Mr. Oktari said, patting his wife& rsquo;s shoulder.
&ldquo;Y ou enjoy your tour. | have sometoysto play with, Alex. Would you like to see them?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ah.&rdquo; The boy, eyes shining, had aready forgotten the existence of his parents. Grinning,
Shonaturned and followed Home away from the hut.



&ldquo; That& rsquo;s your mommy?& rdquo; the man asked.
&ldquo;Y a&rdquo; Alex said, nodding. & ldquo;Mommy.& rdquo;
&ldgquo;And you have a daddy, too?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Four.&rdquo; Alex helpfully displayed four fingers.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re not four years old,& rdquo; Dr. Oktari teased. &ldquo;Y our mommy said
you& rsquo;re only two.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Four. Four daddies.& rdquo;

When Shonareturned from her tour of the ingpection and refrigeration facility, the Oktaris eyed her with
new respect.

&ldquo;Has he been a handful ?& rdquo; she asked, retrieving the toddler, who was reaching for alength
of corkscrewed plastic tubing that dangled from ahook in the celling.

The man hesitated. &ldquo;Nothing 1& rsquo;m sure you coul dné& rsquo;t manage,& rdquo; he finaly
sad, exchanging an enigmatic look with hiswife.

Home led the way up the path. & Idguo;What do you think of our wonderworks factory?& rdquo; he
asked.

&ldquo;Very impressive,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &Idquo;l liked the variety of storage facilities you have
behind the test kitchens: ambient temperature, refrigerated, and frozen. Such a sophisticated
setup.& rdquo;

&ldquo; The flash freezer was an expensive investment, but it& rsquo;s paying off. Welose lotsfewer
marginal-life products when we can hand them off to the shipper in coldpacks.& rdquo;

Gershom and the others were nodding knowingly. &1dquo;it& rsquo;ll be apleasure to do business with
you, sr,&rdquo; Kai said.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll see what 1& rsquo;ve got, seeing as how you& rsquo;re right here, right now. How
long are you planning to stay?& rdquio;

&ldquo;No more than afew days,& rdquo; Shona said, with open regret. &1dquo; Time enough to meet
people, take my dog and cat for agood walk, and say goodbye to Chirwl.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lsit truewhat they said in that video: you& rsquo;rein environmenta medicine?& rdquo; Shona
nodded. & Idgquo; Then you should drop in on Dr. Volk and tour her facilities. She might spare afellow
scientist more than just the time of day, whichisal shegivesme. 1&rsquo;ll give her acdl, if you
want.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What project are they working on?& rdquo; Shona asked, remembering the old man and his
keepers.

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t exactly know. My guessisthat she and her people are working on atrestment for
senile dementia. They& rsquo;ve got a couple of sorry specimensliving over there. | fed bad every timel
see &lsguo;em, and hope what& rsquo;s wrong with them doesn& rsquo;t happen to mewhen | get old. |
haveto tell you, we don& rsquo;t mix much. VVolk and her people aren& rsquo;t exactly unfriendly, more
like standoffish.& rdquo;



&ldguo;More your subject than mine,& rdquo; Gershom said, lifting his eyebrows toward hiswife.
&ldquo;Mr. Home, what about if you and | have alittle chat about your export situation?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Fine, fine! & rdquo; Home said genidly. &ldgquo;Howé& rsquo;d you like to try some of our loca
brew? Non-export, strictly for interna use, if you& rsquo;ll pardon the bad joke. Come on, gentlemen.
Just up there, Shona. 1&rsquo;ll cal and tell her you& rsquo;re coming.& rdquio;

Dr. Volk turned out to be the dark-haired woman Shona had seen from the governor& rsquo;s doorstep.
She glanced at Shona and the ottles as they edged into the crowded hut at the top of the row.

&ldquo;Y es?& rdquo; She didn& rsquo;t stop to shake hands or make eye contact with them, but carried
on hurrying around the lab unit, picking up one vid, then another, scrutinizing the labels, then discard-ing
each with a discontented expression. Shona thought she didn& rsquo;t know exactly what she was
looking for.

&ldquo;Dr. Valk, my nameis Shona Taylor. & rsquo;m adoctor, specidizing in biomedica researchin
environmentd illness. Governor Home thought you might be willing to give me ashort tour of your
research facilities.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No tours & rdquo; Volk said tightly, scattering disks with adistracted hand. & ldquo; This

isn& rsguo;t atourigt atraction. Our research is confidentiad. 1& rsquo;m very busy, Dr. Taylor. If you
don& rsguo;t mind? 1& rsquo;ve got an emergency to dedl with.& rdquo; She looked distractedly through
another rack, then pushed it away, al the time looking up toward onewall of the hut asif she could see
throughit.

&ldquo;Can | help?& rdquo; Shonaasked, immediately concerned. & ldquo;Perhaps another pair of
hands& hdlip; ?& rdquo;

& ldquo; Environmental ?& rdquo; Volk appeared to be hearing Shona& rsquo;s words at last. She looked
up, green eyesflashing. & ldquo;We have awoman who isin degp anaphylactic shock. Do you know
how to treat that?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l can. It depends on what caused it,& rdquo; Shona said. Without waiting, Volk scooped up an
armful of vials and trotted toward the door. Shooting an apologetic glance at the ottles, Shona followed.

They passed the open doors of the other huts. Insde thefirst few Shona glimpsed persona possessions
and furniture. The next ones contained lab equipment and numerous small computers, their drives
chuckling away to themsdlves. Shetried to guess what the subject of their research was, but

couldn& rsquo;t. One lab setup looked much like another, from galaxy& rsquo;s start to galaxy& rsquo;s
end. Volk shouldered past the two tall men in lab coats who were guarding the door of the last hut. With
an gpol ogetic glance, Shona squeezed in behind her.

Thesmall hut was divided by curtainsinto individua dormitoriesleading off anarrow corridor of waving
cloth. Volk headed straight for thelast room in line and swept the curtain aside, revealing an e derly
woman writhing on acamp bed. Her skin was like wrinkled, yellowing tissue paper, and her teeth were
gritted. The teeth themselves were in surprisingly good shape, but one was missing on the side, the gum
puckering around it like an empty wrapper. Shewas pae, and Shona could see how shalowly she was
breathing. Her lips puffed painfully in and out. Shona hurried to knedl by her side, and picked up one of
the bony wrigs.

The pulse beat weakly. Shonapried up an eydlid to look at the pupil. & ldquo; She& rsquo;sin shock.
What bit her? How long ago did it happen?& rdquo;



& ldquo;About twenty minutes ago now,& rdquo; said aman with brown hair. He tossed back hislong
forelock in agesture that reminded Shona of Gershom. & ldquo;We were out in the forest. |

didn& rsquo;t pay any specia attention until Zeura collapsed; then | think | concentrated more on getting
her back home. She& rsquo;s not heavy, but she was dead limp. | don& rsquo;t know what bug it was.
Should | have chased it down instead?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, you did the right thing.& rdquo; Shona reassured him. &Idquo;Have you given her a
dimulant?& rdquo;

& ldquo;We& rsquo;ve given her epinephrine,& rdquo; said asmall woman, whose short brown hair was
mixed with gray strands.

&ldquo; That usudly doesit in case of angphylaxis, but you should have seen improvement dready.
Perhaps she& rsquo;s dlergic to it,& rdquo; Shona said. & dgquo;Can someone show me her
records?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Records?& rdquo; asked the smal woman blankly.

&ldquo;Yes! Y ou know, you should have cdled for the nursesin the main complex. They& rsquo;re used
to treating bites from the indigenous arthropodia.& rdquo; One of the men Started to reply, then changed
his mind. The woman on the bed groaned. Shona counted her pulse. It was thready. & ldquo;Where are
her records?& rdquo;

Instead of dashing to the computer terminal attached to the wall, the scientists standing around behind her
shifted uncomfortably and exchanged worried |ooks.

&ldquo;l haveto check it,& rdquo; Shonainsisted. &ldquo;If | give her something ese, and she& rsquo;s
dlergictothat, it can kill her! Please! Timeislimited.& rdquo;

Almost reluctantly, one of the men stepped to the termina and entered afew words. He inserted the
receiving end of aclipboard into the light-transfer port, then brought the unit to Shona. She read the
details under & Idquo;Larch, Zeura,& rdquo; and frowned. & Idquo; Thisisn& rsquo;t very
complete.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt&rsquo;s al we have & rdquo; said adark man whose name tag said
&ldquo;Morgangtern.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Well, look here, there aren& rsquo;t any dates on it, let done information on sengtivitiesor
previous attacks. How old is she?& rdquo; Shona shook the patient. & ldquo;How old are you?& rdquo;
she shouted, trying to raise any kind of reaction.

The old woman focused wrinkle-ringed eyes on Shona, blank and glassy. Shona repeated her question,
loudly and distinctly. Volk stepped up beside her. Larch&rsquo;s expression changed from blank and
glassy to darmed. Shetilted her head back to Shona.

&ldguo;None o0& Isquo; yer business how old | am.&rdquo; Her lip puffed out over the gap where the
tooth was missing. &ldquo;Askin& rsquo; queschns like that! & rdquo; Her eyeswent blank again. Her
pulse hadn& rsquo;t improved, but there were small spots of red in her cheeks.

&ldquo;Poor thing,& rdquo; Volk said in ahoarse whisper. &ldquo;It might bethat at her age she
can&rsquo;t remember how old sheis. She was keeping her records hersdf. | didn& rsquo;t realize how
spotty they were.& rdquo;

Shonagave her acurious ook, then turned back to her patient. Such neglect of persona documents



wasn& rsquo;t unheard of in the cases of elderly people, nor of members of ascientific colony, aswitness
her friends on Erebus, who had more important things to think about than noting down their last
immunizations. She did think it was bad in aresearch project that subjectsin the sudy were in charge of
their own data, particularly in one that obvioudy studied the decline of the menta processes. It should
have been the duty of one of the scientists to keep track. It was strange that the community didn& rsquo;t
have more complete records on their master file.

&ldquo;Istherean 1V kit?& rdquo; Shona asked.
&ldquo;Saine? Glucose?& rdquo; The woman with brown hair rummaged in a cupboard.

&ldquo;Glucose is better,& rdquo; Shona said, uncoiling the tubing the woman handed her, and accepting
abottle. &ldquo;l want to increase her blood volume. It should hel p.& rdquo; She hooked the bottle
onto ametal hanger, and set the valve to arapid drip. The old woman stopped struggling and lay il
when Shonaheld her hand to keep her from pulling the needle out. In avery short time her skin became
moister, and her bresthing relaxed. Soon, shefell adeep, her lips parted. Shona counted her respiration,
and was pleased to note that it was normal. She stayed by her patient& rsquo;s side until shewas
confident the woman was out of danger.

&ldquo; Thank you,& rdquo; Volk said, letting out along exhalation. &ldquo;Sorry | was so
sngppish.&rdquo; The others murmured quiet thanks.

&ldquo;l understand how emergencies affect people,& rdquo; Shonasaid kindly. Everyone seemed
grateful for her forgiveness. & ldquo;How long have you been here on Poxt?& rdquo; she asked, just to
pass the time while taking her patient& rsquo;s pulse again.

&ldquo; Two years, seven months,& rdquo; Volk said, evidently deciding some facts about their study
weren& rsquo;t classified.

&ldquo; Thisisquite an ingalation. Y ours must be an important project. Where are you getting
funding?& rdquo; Shona asked, with the air of someone who& rsquo;s shared the burden of applying for
grants. Ingtead of being forthcoming in the way of one scientist to another, Volk stiffened.

& ldguo;We& rsgquo;re engaged in some work for an underwriting entity,& rdquo; she said obliquely.
&ldquo;! told you, our research is confidential. 1& rsquo;m sorry.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l apologize,& rdquo; Shonasaid at once, rising to her feet. &ldquo;l shouldn& rsquo;t be
pressing you. 1&rsquo;ve done work under classified conditions. It& rsquo;sastrain, | know.& rdquo;

Volk unbent just atrifle. &ldquo;l appreciate that. Come dong. | can at least show you thefacilitieson
your way out.& rdquo;

The array of equipment the LabCor team had at their disposal was impressive. Shona stopped for a
moment to Stare at the spectrographic computer, which was eight years newer and severa grades of
qudity above the one she had in her own small 1ab. She made amental note to price one when things
gtarted to pick up again. All the other gppointments were smilarly new and expensive. Volk was palitein
letting her examine the workrooms, but Shona could tell she wasimpatient to have the unwelcome visitor
on her way.

&ldquo;Very nice&rdquo; she said. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m envious. Well, thank you for showing me
around.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s my pleasure,& rdquo; Volk said, sounding human for thefirgt time. & ldquo;Areyou



on Poxt for awhile?&rdquo;

&ldquo;No, | wish we could stay. Thisisawonderful place, isn&rsquo;t it? We& rsquo;re here to drop
off the ottle 1& rsquo;ve been hosting for seven years. Chirwl isthe larger of the two waiting in your
office. | hope we& rsquo;ll be able to come back some day when we have more time to look

around.& rdquo;

Volk nodded. & ldquo;We& rsquo;ve been so busy, | sometimes forget what the outside world looks
like, and what manners used to be. Sorry about the bitchiness.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l understand,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;1 & rsquo;m glad | could be of hel p.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Another time, perhaps, | can be more obliging.& rdquo; Asthey neared Volk& rsquo;s office, an
old, old man staggered out of the jungle and bleated incoherently at VVolk. His dack jaws were streaked
with sdiva, and hisgummy eyes focused imperfectly on Shona. Shefet asurge of pity, thinking he must
be another one of the subjects, suffering from an advanced kind of senile dementia. He veered away from
Volk, and babbled in a high-pitched voice at Shona.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m Dennison,& rdquo; he said, urgently. &1dquo;Get help, please! & rdquo; Volk
shouldered him away, and grabbed Shona by the arm to hurry her off. The man shouted after them.
&ldquo;Poor creature,& rdquo; Shona said.

&ldquo;He& rsquo;s old,& rdquo; Volk said briefly. She showed no sympathy, so evident earlier with the
old woman, but instead evinced afierce satisfaction. Curious, but not atypical of the scientific mind that
occasiondly forgot it was dedling with human beings. Perhaps this man was the perfect specimen for their
studies, and VVolk took pride in finding atextbook example. Shonarespected the mind& rsquo;s ability to
focus, but shivered at the col d-bloodedness such concentration required. Or perhaps the old man had
offended Volk in some way. The satisfaction seemed personal. Shona opened her mouth to ask, then
closedit. Volk didn& rsquo;t strike her as the type to share confidences. Or maybe, Shona thought
ruefully as she waked down the hill, VVolk had seen Susan& rsquo;s video about their adventures, and
wondered if she& rsquo;d been having a cosy chat with amass-murderer.

&ldquo;Sure, we saw the show,& rdquo; Governor Home said when Shona asked him about it.
&Idquo; Told you. A good yarn, but you can& rsquo;t tell athing from those videos, they fictiondize so
much. Whole thing coul d& rsquo;ve been made up except for the names.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, let me assure you we were the injured partiesin that case,& rdquo; Gershom said.
& ldquo; Shona had nothing to do with those people dying.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Sounded like the opposite to me,& rdquo; Home said, waving away Gershom& rsquo;s
concerns. & ldquo;But don& rsquo;t ask me; could have been agood script. Still, 1&rsquo;m aways
inclined to think the best of people. Y ou& rsquo;d tel meif it wasimportant. Well, if you folks

aren& rsgquo;t busy at suppertime, come on back. There& rsquo;s aways room a the community table.
We can tak about specifics of our dedl then.&rdquo;

&ldquo;What did you think?& rdquo; Shona asked, as they made their way back through the forest
toward the ottle center-place.

&ldguo;He& rsquo;sliberd with his beer,& rdquo; Gershom said with awry grin. &ldquo;And his
promises.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s good beer, too,& rdquo; Ivo said, patting his belly.



&ldquo;! think we can do business. Home& rsquo;s no fool. He knowsto the last iota how much they
can expand here without hurting the natural character of the planet, and they& rsquo;re at lessthan ten
per cent capacity. He& rsquo;s right, too, in saying there& rsquo;s room for us.& rdquo; Gershom had a
bouncein his step Shona hadn& rsquo;t seen since before the refit of the Sbyl began. & ldquo;Every year
they show agreater profit, get in afew more people. They& rsquo;re expanding dowly.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What will we be carrying?& rdquo;

&Idquo;Perfumes, pharmaceuticals, raw materias for handcrafts, fish hides& mdash;the ottle bedpouches
are made of cured fish-skin& mdash;tes, fruit, fresh and dried, natural dyes, seeds, maybe afew
minerals.&rdquo; Kal ticked off the possibilities on hisfingertips, hisusua dourness gone.

& ldquo;Gershom gave him adiagram and particulars of the Sbyl& rsquo; s holds, with specid emphasis
on climate control, and we al suggested we would be the best candidate for small, valuable cargoes. |
think he was impressed.& rdquo;

& ldquo;InterStar can& rsquio;t give them the kind of individua service we can,& rdquo; Gershom finished
smugly. Shona could see hismind was dready full of plans. She squeezed hisarm.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m so happy,& rdquo; she said.

&ldguo;We can get back to normd pretty quickly, with a high-vaue customer like this,& rdquo;
Gershom pointed out. & ldquo;And it means that we won& rsquo;t lose touch with you, Chirwl.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That aso makes me happy,& rdquo; the ottle said, bounding forward swiftly to keep pace with
the human& rsquo;slong stride. & ldquo;For | have gone to much care to build our friendship. I do not
wishit to end.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, looks like it won& rsquo;t,& rdquo; Kai assured him. & ldquo;Y ou could see alot of us
every year.&rdquo;

At that thought, Shonafelt abound of good spirits. She squeezed Alex, who emitted afat, happy
chuckle.

&1dquo;Y ou need a change and a nap, young man,& rdquo; shetold thetoddler. & Idquo;How isit
you& rsquo;re staying awake so well 2& rdquo;

&ldguo; Too much stimulation. Heads down,& rdquo; Gershom said, with resignation, asthey
approached the arcade of low-hanging trees. He stepped aside to let Shona and the ottles go firdt.

Asthey started down thetrail, Chirwl and Wla suddenly bolted ahead of the group, disappearing under
the overhang.

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s wrong?& rdquo; 1vo asked.
&ldquo;No idea,& rdquo; Shona said.

Putting up ahand to shield Alex& rsquo;s face from twigs, she ducked her head to run after the ottles. Up
ahead she heard their voices, then the rattling voice of an elder ottle. Thio had been waiting for them.

&ldquo;Y ou are seeming concerned,& rdquo; Chirwl said to hir, as Shonaarrived.

&ldquo;1 have succeeded in making Shnomri emerge from the pouch,& rdquo; Thio said. &ldquo;Come
a immediate.& rdquo; The senior ottle turned in hir length and loped toward the end of the tunndl.



&ldquo;What is the occurrence?& rdquo; Chirwl asked, hurrying dongside. Shonatrotted with them,
leaving Gershom and the others behind.

&ldquo;What& rsquo;s wrong?& rdquo; she asked. Wla cluttered in her own language at Thio, but the
elder ottle paid no attention to questions.

&ldquo; Most unprecedented,& rdquo; was al Thio would say.

In the clearing, hundreds of ottles were gathered, al talking at the tops of their lungs. Squeaking,
cluttering, and babbling burst upon Shona& rsquo;s earslike aped of thunder. The milling crowd
centered around the tree bole where Thio had been arguing. Lani stood with them, staring into their midst
When Chirwl gppeared, the others made way for him, bounding up to continue their argument in the
channeled bark of trees or under clumps of huge-leaf bushes.

The center of attention was an elderly ottle with agraying muzzle and gray streaks and patches
throughout hir fur. As Chirwl caught sight of hir, he skidded to ahdt and let out a shrill whistle. Shnomri
met his gaze, then turned hir head away, trembling dightly with age. Wlahurried between Chirwl and
Thio to nuzzle the newcomer franticaly. Shonaknelt down beside hir and smiled.

&ldguo;How do you do? 1& rsquo;m Chirwl & rsquo;s friend, Shona. Y ou didn& rsquo;t tell me Shnomri
was S0 much older than you, Chirwl,& rdquo; she said, turning to him. He stared unblinkingly at his
co-mate.

&ldquo; Thisoneis not,& rdquo; he said, in a shocked voice. &ldquo;We are of the same birth year
exactly! &rdquo;

5

&ldquo;l know who sheis,& rdquo; Morganstern exploded, pacing up and down Volk& rsquo;s hut.
&ldguo;What | want to know is, whét is she doing here?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Part of our funding comesfrom GLC,& rdquo; Volk said with ashrug. She sat in her canvas
chair asif it were athrone, with her handslad flat on the arms. & Idquo;She works for them; you saw
that tri-dee broadcast. Perhaps they sent her to look over the project.& rdquo;

&ldguo; Then what about al those ingenuous questions about what we& rsquo;re doing?& rdquo;
Hampton asked. He was propped up againsgt the door frame, staring at nothing with a speculative squint.
&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t think she had aclue.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Testing us?& rdquo; Volk suggested. & ldquo;Making certain we& rsquo;re keeping the details
classfied as per our contract?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsgquo;t think she knows about the contract,& rdquo; said Hampton. &ldquo;She and her
husband are here on their trading ship. She said they were returning an ottle to the homeworld.
It& rsgquo;s probably blind chance that she turned up here now.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Blind chance?& rdquo; Morganstern demanded, disbdievingly. He raked up his hair with both
hands, leaving it in black and diver spikes. His eyes were haunted. &ldquo; The Angel of Death?& rdquio;

& ldguo;Come on, she wasn& rsquio;t the one who deserved the name; he was,& rdquo; Hampton said
obliquely. &dquo; Remember?& rdquo;

&ldquo;But she was there when they dl died! & rdquo;



&ldquo; Stop it,& rdquo; said VVolk wearily. & ldquo;She saved Larch&rsquo;slife. She& rsquo;s
obvioudy not here to poison us. We& rsgquo;re doing afine job of that ourselves.& rdquo;

Morganstern continued to pace up and down the small hut.
Volk watched him for awhile, then shaded her eyesto shut out the Sight.

&ldquo;Cam down,& rdquo; she said, massaging the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger, trying
to rub out the knot of tension that was giving her aheadache. &1dquo;Y our blood pressure will shoot up
if you keep letting the stress build. That could be harmful. Sit down. Meditate. Keep your body rhythms
dow and steady.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l can&rsquo;t. And | don& rsquo;t see how you can be so cam.& rdquo;

Volk looked up at him. & dquo; Think of the eternd vision, Lionel & rdquo; she said in a softer voice,
willing him to calm down. &Idquo; Thisis only atemporary setback. One day, one event out of the rest of
your life&rdquo; Shetried to makeit sound asif she believed it, too. Morganstern paused for amoment,
shook his head to bresak the spell, and resumed pacing. Hampton shrugged.

& ldguo; Dennison must have managed to get word out, that& rsquo;s dl,& rdquo; he said.

&ldquo;Impossible! The computer shows alog of every message transmitted. He hasné& rsquo;t touched
it snce& hellip; since& hdlip;& rdquo; Morganstern was unable to get the words out. Volk saw he was
gtill haunted by what he had done at her command. They& rsquo;d al had to watch Dennison& rsquo;s
swift decline, and wondered if it would happen like that to them when the time came.

&ldquo;Wdll, you can& rsquo;t have it both ways,& rdquo; Hampton said, unimpressed with
Morganstern& rsquo;s remorse. &ldquo;Either he did, and that& rsquo;s why she& rsquo;s here, or
it& rsquo;s a coincidence.& rdquio;

Volk nodded sharply.

&ldquo; Then it& rsquo;s blind chance& mdash;or so it seems. Perhaps she& rsquo;s working for one of
the competition. The Corporation would love to scoop LabCor& rsquo;s research, and there go our
grants. Any of the smaller concernslike Eterndife would loveto pick up right where we& rsquo;ve | eft
off.&rdquo; She gave a short, bitter laugh. & ldquo; & rsquo;d like to hand it to them, and see what
they& rsquo;d do when this happens to them.& rdquo; She held out her hands. Was the flesh thinner than
the day before? Was the skin drier? She couldn& rsquo;t tell.

&ldgquo;What shal we do?& rdquo; Hampton asked quietly. Volk was glad for the distraction. She
dropped her handsto the chair arms and resol utely lifted her eyesto those of her associate.

&ldquo;Keep alow profile, and don& rsquo;t answer any questions. | can check the ottle connection
quite easly with the governor.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re going to go see him?& rdquo; Morganstern asked. He spun on hished and
searched her face.

&ldquo;Y es,& rdquo; said Valk, risng with asigh. In the mirror that morning she had seen more gray
rootsin her black hair. A little dye, and no evidence that anything was wrong would remain. If Home saw
lines garting around her mouth and eyes, he& rsquo;d put it down to the strain of her job.
&ldquo;Fortunately, the governor is not an observant man.& rdquo;

&ldquo;He& rsquo;d have to be stupid as well as blind,& rdquo; Hampton said. For the first time Volk



noticed that gray was starting in the roots of histhick brown hair. & [dquo;By the benchmarks,
we& rsguo;re aging at more than five times normal. He was affected, too, you know.& rdquo;

&ldquo;How ironic! & rdquo; Volk said, her thoughts forcing apained smileto her lips.
&ldquo;What& rsquo;s so funny?& rdquo; Morganstern asked.
&ldquo;lt&rsquo;sjust ironic that this should happen to us.& rdquo;

Hampton smiled flatly. & Idquo;Who e se would be interested in thiskind of research? Certainly not the
ephemerads.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Spoken like atrue Foreverite, & rdquo; Volk said. &Idquo;l & rsquo;ll see Home now.& rdquo;

Three years before, representatives from LabCor had come to the enclave known as Forever to
interview senior scientists, with an eyeto giving one of them the position of chief researcher in aproject
they had in mind. Raden Miles, director of research at Forever, had declined to be interviewed, refusing
to sgn the confidentiality agreement LabCor ingsted upon before they discussed specifics. Instead, he
hed listened to what they would say, then recommended that Dr. MissaVolk, his assstant director,
speak with them. She had the requisite background, and the will to carry through difficult projects, but,
Raden pointed out to her, she should not find this project onerous.

Detailsthat LabCor& rsquo;s executives et dip during the very first conversation had Missaimmediately
reaching for the thumb-print platen. LabCor wanted her to devel op a process, potion, or scientific system
for keeping a human being young for aslong as he or she lived. Extensive funding would be provided.
She could pick her own staff. It was the dream offer for anyone involved in Forever. She was so excited
she amost laughed out loud when they laid out the details of their proposal. Pay her? She& rsquo;d pay
them for the opportunity to create a genuine catholicon. It was what members of Forever had been
striving toward for over two centuries. She firmly believed the god was achievable, abelief she shared
with her handpicked staff. They dready held the degp commitment to finding the key to unlock the door
of eternd life. But what wasthe use of living forever if one had to dedl with perpetua old age?

Theimagein her mirror had shifted over the last weeks from hersto her mother& rsquo;s, and most
recently was beginning to dide toward her grandmother& rsquo;s. Missawas frightened of old age and
death, especialy when eterna youth seemed so near to her grasp, but it looked as though that was her
fateif they couldn& rsquo;t reverse the mistake they had made.

Deding with Dennison had bought them time, but how much longer did they have until arepresentative or
spy from LabCor cameto look things over and discovered what was happening? They could solve the
problem and get back on track, if this stupid, stupid mistake did not kill them first& mdash;or their funding
wasn& rsguo;t cut off by the accidentd interference of awel-known busybody and whistle-blower.

&ldquo;Now, now, now, now!& rdquo; DeWitt Home shouted, gesturing with his hands to hold down
the uproar. &ldquo;Not everybody at once. Shona,& rdquo; he said, pointing at her. &dquo;Y ou tell me
what& rsquo;swrong. Then everybody give me detail s& rdquo;& mdash;he raised his voice over the
ensuing babble& mdash;& Idquo;one at atime! & rdquo;

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s going on here?& rdquo; Dr. Volk demanded.
&ldquo;Listen and you& rsquo;ll find out! Shonal Everyone, can it! & rdquo;
The crowd that was gathered around the governor& rsquo;s hut quieted dightly.

&ldguo;Asyou know, we arrived here only today, returning Chirwl to his homeworld. One of his



co-mates, Shnomri, refused to come out of hir pouch to meet him.& rdquo; She saw recognition of the
name on some of the faces. & ldquo;We heard that Shnomri hadn& rsquo;t appeared in public in some
time. In fact, Governor Home commented on that himself, that he hadn& rsquo;t seen hir lately.& rdquo;
She pulled her backpack around, and displayed the graying head of the ottleingde. & [dquo; Thisis
why!&rdquo;

There was a collective gasp. Ashamed to be under the scrutiny of the crowd, the ottle bowed hir gray
head and refused to look at anyone. Mot of the faces were blank with shock.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m not seeing that,& rdquo; one of the men said. & ldquo;1t& rsquo;s not
possible.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Shnomri has become old,& rdquo; Chirwl said emphatically. & ldquo; Thisisnot alogica
growth.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Areyou sure that thisisn&rsquo;t natura, that it isn& rsquo;t something that happensto
ottles?& rdquo; asked Dr. Oktari.

&ldquo;Certainly not,& rdquo; Shona said. Gershom, standing beside her with hisarmsfolded, shook his
head emphatically from side to side. & ldquo;Chirwl is precisdy the same age as Shnomri, and look at
him. Hisfur isgtill al dark, and his muscles are strong. In fact he was shocked flat to see hir. & rsquo;ve
examined Shnomri, and found hir muscles are dightly atrophied.& rdquo;

&ldquo;So thisottle hasfallenill?& rdquo; Dr. Volk said, from outsde the crush. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m
sorry to hear that, but why isit asubject for discusson?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Because it has not happened before humans came to this planet,& rdquo; Chlari burst out sourly.
&ldquo; Thisisnot anillnessin nature. Others | see now with new eyes have grown old early, too.
Varrd, come forward.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l stand here,& rdquo; a squeaky voice said resolutely. & ldquo;My legs are stiffer than once
were.&rdquo;

The crowed turned to look. The ottle had not advanced in age as much as Shnomri, but he had gray
streaksin hisfur, and the way he stood made him appear feeble.

&ldquo;He& rsquo;s not the only one,& rdquo; Shona said. &Idquo;Once Shnomri came out, severa
others said they& rsquo;ve noticed signs of age, t00.& rdquo;

Severd ottles called out, describing their own symptoms. The humans, bewildered and concerned,
looked from one to another, trying to understand the babble of ottle lingo and Standard. Shona& rsquo;s
voice became logt in the din, and she shut her mouth to wait.

&ldquo;All right, quiet! & rdquo; Home bellowed.

In the ensuing slence Chlari continued histirade. & ldquo;My think isthat snce Shnomri spent most time
with humans, therefore that ottle is most strongly affected by contact. Others, who have less contact, are
less older.&rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s a pretty quick decison,&rdquo; Home said defensively, & ldquo;based on one
good look.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l have not obstaclesin my mind to block the truth,& rdquo; Chlari said forthrightly. & Idquo;What
| see, is. Humans have caused this.& rdquo;



&ldquo;If humans hurt ottles, they must leave,& rdquo; one of the older ottles said at once.

Now the human settlers began to protest. Home silenced them. &ldquo;Come on, people, let&rsquo;s
not be darmists. We have to handle this like grownups.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, the quedtioniis, if thisisan illness the humans gave to the ottles, isthere anyonein the
human settlement who& rsquo;s started to age prematurely ?& rdquo; Shonaasked. & Idquo;With the
smilaritiesin biology, it would be logica to wonder if the phenomenon goes both ways.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdl? Anybody?& rdquo; Home demanded.

&ldquo;1& rsguo; m graying,& rdquo; awoman said, coming forward. & Idquo;l & rsquo;ve been noticing
it for months now. 1& hellip; my reflection looks like my father& rsquo;s sister. 1t& rsquo;s too soon. |
mean, |1& rsquo;m too young.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Nobody thinks they& rsquo;re old enough to look middle-aged,& rdquo; one man said with a
supercilious smirk, but Shonathought he must bein his early twenties. No sign of unnatural aging there,

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re ridiculous,& rdquo; ashort plump man snapped at the young man. &ldquo;Look
at therootsof my hair. It&rsquo;samost dl coming in gray. And | & rsquo;m giff in the mornings. How
about that? Did the ottles cause it?& rdquo;

&ldquo;It&rsquo;sal in your minds,& rdquo; Volk said, her arms crossed, unconcerned.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsgquo;re creating a harmful mass fantasy that can threaten your own future well-being.
Y our mind can affect your body. Y ou& rsquo;ve al been under strain over the years. What surpriseis
therein seeing lines or gray hairs?& rdquo;

At her cdm voice some of the settlerslooked at each other or stared at the ground sheepishly.

&ldquo;Maybe you& rsquo;re right,& rdquo; said a blond woman. Shona guessed her to be about forty.
&ldquo;l&hellip; well, the body startsto change all by itself, doesn& rsquo;t it?& rdquo;

&ldguo;No! Come on, Marleen,& rdquo; a man said suddenly to the woman beside him. & [dquo; Show
them.& rdquo; The woman looked at the crowd, then dropped her eyesto avoid meeting any of theirs.

&ldquo; Thisisvery embarrassng, Steff,& rdquo; she said, her lower lip quivering. & ldquo;All

right.& rdquo; Abruptly making her decision, she grabbed Shona& rsquo;s hand and pulled her toward
one of the huts. Shona opened the door. Therewasasmall cry of surprise from within, and scrabbling
noises. Shona peered into thedim interior. A figure, clutching sheetsto itsface, stood in the corner,
frightened eyesfixed on Shona

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m not going to hurt you,& rdquo; she said gently. She approached the figure, found it
stood lessthan haf her height, and put out a hand to lower the cloth. The face behind it was horrible. It
was human, but so strange, like a mask. There were deep furrowsin the ashy cheeks and forehead, and
it bore astraggly beard. Shona noticed then that the fine hair was mostly gray and had receded above
both temples nearly to the crown of the head. Between the cracked lipsits teeth were smal, and severa
were missing. Tears began to leak out of the matte-blue, marblelike eyes, and the being reached for the
woman who knelt beside him. She settled the balding head on her shoulder and wrapped her arms
around the shaking body, crooning softly.

&ldquo;How old is he?& rdquo; Shona asked, swallowing hard.

& ldquo;Seven.& rdquo; Marleen burst into tears herself. & [dquo;When he started to& hellip; to change,
he didn& rsquo;t want to be seen by the other children. They can be so cruel, you know. He& rsquo;s



been hiding in here, getting worse every day. |&rsquo;ve been ashamed to ask for help. But now | know
it isn&rsguo;t just him. Help us.& rdquo; She extended a hand to Shona. The ancient child let out a
whimper of protest, and Marleen wrapped him up again.

& ldquo;Poor one,& rdquo; Shnomri whispered from Shona& rsquo;s back.

Shonarocked back on her heds. &ldquo;l & rsquo;ve never seen anything like thisin my life. Has he
been tested for progeria?& rdquo; Marleen shook her head.

&ldquo;No, but | read up about it. That would have started when he was ababy, and he& rsquo;s been
normal until, well, I don& rsquo;t know.& rdquo;& Isquo; Marleen glanced at the door. &ldquo;Do | have
to bring him out? He doesn& rsquo;t want to be seen.& rdquio;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Shona said, rising. & ldquo;Keep him here.& rdquo; She patted the boy-man
tenderly on the back, and went out to rejoin the crowd. It was beginning to polarize into two groups,
humans and ottles, and that worried her. She deliberately went to stand with the ottles, and described
what she had just seen.

&ldquo;Could it be somekind of culture shock?& rdquo; athin man asked. Hisface waslined and his
temples white, but he must have considered them normal, because he hadn& rsgquo;t complained.

& ldquo;We& rsquo;ve passed germs back and forth through simple contact. Could something have
mutated?& rdquio;

&ldquo;After so many years?& rdquo; Dr. Oktari asked.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s not possible,& rdquo; Shonasaid at once. & ldquo; The cause has to be something
specificaly here and now, on Poxt, and oh, six or eight months ago.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Why then?& rdquo; Home asked.

&ldquo; The length of everyone& rsquo;s white roots, for one thing,& rdquo; Shona said. &Idquo;Hair
grows approximately one centimeter every six months. It varies according to climate and persond
biology, of course, but that& rsquo;s aguess. Friends, 1& rsquo;ve had Chirwl with mefor severa years.
Nether henor I, nor anyonein my family, have shown any sgnsof unusud aging, and yet this
phenomenon iswidespread in Chirwl & rsquo;s center-place. They& rsquo;ve never had anything like this
before, ether. It worries me enough that 1& rsquo;ve sent my children into isolation in our shuttle and
hope they weren& rsquo;t exposed to whatever& rsquo;s causing this. They& rsquo;ll stay there until
we& rsquo;re ready to leave.& rdquo;

They hadn& rsquo;t gone without protest, Shonareflected. Lani had complained she didn& rsquo;t want
to leave the beautiful forest, and Alex was upset that his mother was upset, and didn& rsquo;t want to be
separated from her until she cheered up. It had been hard to pin on asmile when sheleft himin
Lani&rsquo;s care, but she had doneiit.

&ldquo;And this my co-mate has grown old, and we are of the same age,& rdquo; Chirwl said.
&1dquo; See me, see my fur. See Shnomri& rsquo;s.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No doubt about it,& rdquo; Home said. & ldquo; Something& rsquo;s happened to hir.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt is something of humans.& rdquo; Chlari insgsted. &Idquo;Y our presence has caused this. Itis
the potentia that to kill dl of us&rdquo;

Volk glared a him. & ldgquo;Don& rsquo;t be afool & rdquo; she said. & ldquo;Mutations can comein
any generation. In any species,& rdquo; she added, glaring at Marleen& rsquo;s husband, who stared at



her, dumbfounded.

&ldquo;If humans are harmful to ottles, they must go,& rdquo; Chlari said, warming to histopic.
&ldquo; That was the agreement of fifteen times back, and we will hold to that with al force.& rdquo;
There was another general outcry.

&ldquo;Now, now, friends, please! & rdquo; Home said, darmed. &ldquo;L et& rsquo;s not talk drastic
measures here. Let& rsquo;s solve this problem.& rdquo;

&ldquo;If there is a problem,& rdquo; Volk said. &ldquo;l say it& rsquo;s spontaneous mutation in two
cases, and nothing but genetics or stressin the others.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l say it&rsquo;s agerm,& rdquo; the thin man said again.

&ldquo;What, ashared virus mutation?& rdquo; Shona asked, paths of exploration beginning to take
shapein her mind. & Idquo;Pathogenic bacteria?& rdquo; Sheturned to Volk.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re the environmentdist, you figure it out,& rdquo; Volk said, refusing to help her.
&ldquo;l am not concerned in this matter. None of my people have been affected. | think it& rsquo;san
isolated phenomenon, and you& rsquo;re al getting overexcited.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thisisterrible,&rdquo; said abig man with huge, restless hands and ared, bony face. Shona
recognized him from the factory. & ldquo; This means we can& rsquo;t export anything off-planet until
we& rsguo;re sure it& rsquo;s not carrying the& mdash;whatever made this happen to us.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s less difficult,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &1dquo;A disease or asyndrome has acause. It
leaves footprints, aprotein or atoxin or acause we can find. Anays's, chemica or spectro-comparisons
of each product, should tell you if there& rsquo;s anything in there that shouldn& rsquo;t be.& rdquo;

The man looked grim. & dquo;Can we trust batch-testing?& rdquo;
&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll have to, or we& rsquo;re shut down,& rdquo; another worker, awoman, said.

&ldquo;We haveinitid chemical anayses of everything, back from year one,& rdquo; Home said.
&ldquo; They& rsquo;re dl in the computer. If agood representative sample checks, then we& rsquo;re
il in busness.& rdquo;

Dr. Oktari shook her head. &Idquo;But what about the spacers who carry our goods? We ought to hold
back until we know wes& rsquo;re not exporting the virus from person to person.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Do you think the GG isgoing to let us ship to other destinations, in the condition we& rsquo;re
in?& rdquo; the stout man asked.

&ldguo;Wait amoment,& rdquo; Volk said hastily. & ldquo;We can& rsquo;t send the Galactic
Government amessage of panic based on assumptions. They& rsquo;ll shut down the colony at
once.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wel! & rdquo; exclaimed Chlari. &ldquo;If you have caused this, you must go away beforeal
ottles age and die before their times.& rdquo;

&ldquo;! tire,& rdquo; Shnomri said in Shona& rsquo;s ear. &dquo; Take me to my place.& rdquo;
Shona nodded and turned to Home.

&ldquo; & rsquo;ll be right back. Shnomri wantsto go back to hir tree.& rdquo;



&ldquo;Where that ottle goes, | come aong,&rdquo; Chirwl said at once.
&ldguo;And | aswdl,&rdquo; Wlachimed in.

Home watched them go, still shaking his head. He glanced down at VVolk, who had come up to stand
beside him. &ldquo;What do you know? Right under our noses and we& rsquo;ve been going on like
there& rsquo;s nothing wrong! Doctor, have you noticed anything like that up in your camp?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Certainly not. Governor, | wanted to warn you about that woman,& rdquo; Missasaid.
&ldquo;Y ou can& rsgquo;t believe anything shetdls you. Shewasinvolved in aseries of heinous
mass-murders.& rdquo;

Home snorted in disbdief. & ldquo; Then how do you explain Shnomri? 1& rsquo;ve known hir for twelve
years & rdquo;

&ldquo; It doesn& rsquo;t mean athing,& rdquo; she said, shaking her head. Home, as usud, was being
obtuse. He& rsquo;d gotten an ideainto histhick head, and now wouldn& rsquot let go of it for anything.
&ldguo;And if you mean that poor freak in the hut, Bobby Orthon, there& rsquo;s evidence in human
culture of unusualy rapid aging. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries alone severd children died of
old age before nine years.& rdquo;

&ldguo;None of us are children, Doc, and some of us have mighty stiff bones, too.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Her judgment is suspect. | smply wanted to warn you.& rdquo;

Shona returned aong the path from the crop fields, and Volk watched her stump up the hill toward them.
A tdl man, her husband or mate by his protective attitude, strode down to join her, and escorted her the
rest of the way up the dope. Volk was worried. Was that woman smart enough to figure out what had
been going on in the colony? Could she foment an inquiry? Volk cringed at the thought of destroying the
remaining nanomites. It might be another three years before they could create more with the same
properties. Whileit might be agood ideato start over entirely on the minute engines, it was more likely
they could come up with astronger controller for their properties. There weren& rsquo;t many left to find;
amogt dl had been used on Dennison. Concedling their research would be less difficult, Snce no one
down hereincluding Citizen Nosy Parker had the qualificationsto understand it.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ve been concentrating so hard on the people who& rsquo;ve been affected by the
phenomenon, | never asked how many haven& rsquo;t been,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

&1dquo;Oh, lots,& rdquo; Home said. & ldquo;Me, for one.& rdquo; Volk amost laughed.

&ldquo;Can you pin it down further than that?& rdquo; Shona asked, looking around at the crowd of
humans and ottles. & Idquo;l think we& rsquo;ve seen perhaps the two worst cases. Everyone else was
morelightly affected. What do al the victims have in common, if anything? The same goesfor the
non-victims. What were they exposed to? |sthe parent virus or bacteria something a settler brought with
him or her from another planet? The vector isimportant, too: how someone catches the aging virus, if

it& rsquo;s avirus.& rdquo; Sheturned to the thin man. &ldquo;What was that you said about culture
shock? Y ou could explore the possibilities of a pathogenic organism that likes warm-blooded creatures.
Have any of your farm animals suffered? How about the loca wildlife?& rdquo;

Volk snorted. Shonaglanced around at the sound, but ignored it. & ldquo;And how would you handle
it?& rdquo; Missa asked.

&ldquo;Well, I would start by inspecting the environment,& rdquo; Shona said, facing her.



&1dquo;1 & rsquo;d investigate anything that& rsquo;s new since after Chirwl |eft, and 1& rsquo;d want to
go over the medicd records of each human in the colony, particularly those who& rsquo;ve been
affected, to seeif one of them brought it in from hisor her point of origin. That& rsquo;s whereyou
should begin.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Sounds like you& rsquo;re the very onefor the job,& rdquo; Home said, looking pleased.
&ldquo;Dr. Taylor, will you undertake it?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Governor Home, no! & rdquo; Missa protested. Home turned to glare at her.

&ldquo;Dr. Valk, put asock init. We have aproblem here, and you& rsquo;re pretending it
doesn& rsquo;t exigt. Thislittle lady has got the very background to put usright if anyone can, and it
sounds like she& rsquo;s got the smartsto go with it. How about it, Doctor?& rdquo;

Shonalooked up at Gershom, whose lipswere set in atight line. He had wanted to go right off and start
trading again. He must understand that now she couldn& rsgquo;t go off-planet with him. Even if Chirwl
wasn& rsquo;t involved, she could smply not walk away from this Stuation. Her curiosity was aroused,
but it was also a concern of the heart. That little boy, so confused, so unhappy, had touched her. She had
to help solve this problem.

There was another concern: had the crew of the Sbyl aready been exposed to it? Shona considered the
facts. If the syndrome proceeded from casua contact no one was safe, not the colonists, not the ottles,
not the traders from InterStar nor the visitorswho came and went from this spotlit community, so it must
not be easily contagious.

Every day Gershom stayed here they lost money. The Sbyl had to fly to earn, and it could mean the end
of their traveling daysif Gershom didn& rsquo;t go. She& rsquo;d understand if hefelt he had to leave her
here. She had to stay. Shetried to keep her thoughts out of her face, so as not to sway him unfairly.

At last Gershom opened his mouth. & ldquo;What can | do to help?& rdquo; Shona shot him alook of
pure gratitude.

&ldquo; Thisis exactly the reason why | married you,& rdquo; she said.
&ldquo;l had wondered.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou won& rsquo;t lose by it, folks,& rdquo; Home said, watching the byplay between husband
and wife. &ldquo;Shona, dl these people saw the video about your life. Fiction aside, we know your
qudifications. 1&rsquo;m hiring you to look into this problem, and save our colony. This settlement is
more than a place. 1t& rsquo;s akind of dream humans have had. We don& rsquo;t want to lose
it.&rdquo;

&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll help in any way we can,& rdquo; said Marleen& rsquo;s husband.
Shonatraded glances with Gershom. The prospect of afee made him look alittle more relieved.

&ldquo;All right,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll need my lab, and | & rsquo;ll want medica records
from everyonein this colony.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No problem,& rdquo; Home said.

&1dquo;1 & rsquo;m not participating any further in this hoax,& rdquo; Volk said. She turned away and
marched up the hill to her hut. The door did shut with a screech.



&ldquo;Forget her,& rdquo; Home said. &ldquo; She& rsquo;s touchy. Come on in and use my
console.& rdquo;

Severd people followed Shonainto the governor& rsquo;s hut, and crowded around in the large meeting
room just outside hissmal office, offering suggestions through the open door. She tried to acknowledge
everyonewith alook or anod, while at the same time going over the records. She set up search
parameters, and got the program going. Eighty dossiersdid not take that much time to process, and she
began to run through the results. To her dismay, there were as many blank spotsin ihefiles asthere had
been on Larch& rsquo;sfile in the LabCor compound. She called for the governor, who barged hisway
through the crowd to her side.

&ldquo; They& rsquo;re kind of incomplete,& rdquo; Home acknowledged when vhe pointed out the
problems. & [dquo;We& rsquo;ve had computer crashes, and some of the data got dumped, back aong.
There& rsquo;s afew people, our tea detectives, who don& rsquo;t live year-round in the settlement.
They& rsguo;re on the move out in the brush somewhere with a couple of ottles for company, looking for
more medici-nals, fruits, and teas. They keep track of themsalves, and | guessthey haven& rsquo;t
downloaded in a couple of years. Also, you& rsquo;ll find the records for the babies are kindaempirical.
We don& rsquo;t have a colony doctor, believe it or not. Have a couple of trained nurses and

EMT& rsquo;s. We& rsquo;ve had to ship maybe one serious case off-planet in the last fifteen years.
That was about six months ago.& rdquo;

Shonanodded. &1dquo;l don& rsquo;t see Dr. Volk& rsquo;s file here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t have her records,& rdquo; Home said. &ldquo;Likel said, they keep themselves
to themsaves.& rdquo;

&ldquo;We need everyone& rsquo;s histories,& rdquo; Shonasaid, getting up from the console.

Volk wasn& rsguo;t alone when Shona confronted her in the cluttered lab. A dozen or so men and
women stopped their animated discussion the moment Shona gppeared in the doorway. At asignd from
their boss, they filed silently out of the room. One man with brown hair, Hampton, stared at her as he left
with an expression she could not comprehend.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ve come for copies of your health records,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

&ldquo;l told Home 1& rsquo;m not participating in this shadow-chasing,& rdquo; Volk said, standing
behind her desk with her fingertips braced on the top. The woman had regained her cool, impenetrable
facade. & ldquo;Now | am telling you. | am not sacrificing our privacy for your curiosity.& rdquo;

Shonadidné& rsquo;t argue, but turned silently on her heel and went out the door. In afew moments she
was back with the colony governor.

&ldquo;l was afraid of this, Missa,& rdquo; Home said, red-faced from having trotted up the hill. He
strode right up to the desk and leveled afinger at the senior scientist& rsquo;s nose. & ldquo;! order you
to cooperate, or 1&rsquo;ll send you and your whole bunch right off-planet.& rdquo;

&ldquo;With aplague in the offing?& rdquo; Volk said, smiling grimly, drawing her heed away from his
finger. &ldquo;l think not, Governor. That& rsquo;s athreat you can& rsquo;t carry out.& rdquo;

Home& rsquo;s ruddy face turned purple, but he controlled himsdlf. & dquo; Then [&rsquo;ll get GG
ingpectorsin here and shut you down,& rdquo; he said in flat tones. & ldquo;Don& rsquo;t think |
can& rsquo;t. Or won& rsquo;t.& rdquo;



Panic flared in Volk& rsquo;s eyes, and Shona fdt sorry for her. & ldquo;Our work is classfied,
confidential. My job depends on maintaining secrecy. If you bring in the ingpectors, we& rsquo;ll lose our
funding.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Then cooperate.& rdquo; The easygoing mask of the governor dropped away like a discarded
cloak to show aface of granite underneath. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s easy. Just give me your datacubes, and
we& rsguo;re in business.& rdquo;

Head high, Volk marched out of the office. In afew minutes, she was back.
&ldquo;Thisisdl | have,&rdguo; she said, handing him the datacubes.

&1dquo; See how easy that was?& rdquo; Home asked cheerfully. Volk lowered hersdlf into her chair
with her eyes blazing. The governor put his arm around Shona and escorted her away.

Shona scanned the datacubesin the reader. & ldquo;About what | suspected,& rdgquo; she groaned,
showing the screens to Home. & dquo; They& rsquo;re no better than yours.& rdquo;

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s missing?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, little things, but in this case important. Point of origin, planet of birth, birth date,

and& rdquo; & mdash;she scanned another& mdash; & |dquo;this woman has no record of anywhere
she& rsquo;s been, and her entire immunization record ismissing. | can& rsquo;t track down anything
without that information! & rdquo;

Home crossed hisarms over his chest. & ldquo;Where can we get this stuff 2& rdquo;

&ldquo; The Central Records Office,& rdquo; Shonasaid at once. & ldquo;Or any GG outpost. We can
message them right away.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No! & rdquo; Home exclaimed, as she started to bring up the communications program.
&ldguo;A message like that goes through too many hands. In one thing | agree with Dr. Volk. |
don&rsquo;t want alot of darms going off until we have ahandle on thisthing oursalves. We report this
at large, and we& rsgquo;ve got people coming out of our ears eighteen ways from Sunday. We& rsquo;l|
get logt while alot of bureaucrats decide on our fates. The ottles won& rsquo;t have to throw us off Poxt;
our own people will do that to us. No, we need direct accessto thefiles, tell asfew peopleas
possible.& rdquo;

&ldquo; There& rsquo;s an outpost about fifteen days hard jumping from here,& rdquo; Gershom
suggested. & ldquo;Zedari Station. In fact we weren& rsquo;t al that far from it after our second jump
coming to Poxt. They have afull library facility. | was through there about Six years ago.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Then you can find your way back?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Easily,& rdquo; Gershom said.

&ldquo; Thisisacommisson,&rdquo; Home said, planting aforefinger on the desk. &ldquo;As of this
minute & rsquo;m hiring both of you to save my colony. | can& rsgquo;t let what wes& rsguo;ve worked
for dip away because of some €lusive mongter virus, or what-have-you.& rdquo; The finger rose and
pointed at both of them in turn. &ldquo;Y ou, Geradd, go get the records. Y ou, Shona, coordinate the
investigation. My people will help you in any way they can. Stop this thing! & rdquo;



6

By evening, Shonawas exhausted. She had gone through every settler& rsquo;s dossier, and run alist of
names and places of birth, where they were available. It wasinconvenient that the system crashes had
wiped out so much of the smple data she needed, but no one ever expected to have an epidemic.

Truthfully, there wasllittle € se she could do until Gershom could get files that were complete up until the
date of arrival on Poxt. It was the previous residences and travel destinations she wanted to check. Also,
she wanted comm numbers for the other ottle hogts, to seeiif any of them had experienced this strange,
accelerated aging.

Gershom made calls while she was working on the files. He radioed the shuttle to explain the Stuation to
Ivo and Kai. Shona glanced up from her console screen at the men& rsquo;s shocked exclamations. Ivo
looked asif he were ready to throw up al the beer he& rsquo;d consumed.

&ldquo;lt should be dl right,& rdquo; Gershom said hastily. & Idquo;l doubt we were exposed, but you
can&rsquo;t be too careful. Whereis Lani?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Putting Alex down for anap,&rdquo; Kai said. & ldquo;She was playing agame on the
co-pilot& rsquo;s screen, but now she& rsquo;sinside sitting with him.& rdquo;

&ldquo;She& rsquo;s bored,& rdquo; 1vo said. &ldquo;Us, too. What do you want us to do?& rdquio;

&ldquo;Stay ingde the shuttle. 1& rsquo;m calling Eblich to get Shona& rsquo;slab ready to go down. As
soon as he& rsquo;sfinished, 1&rsquo;ll cal you back. Go get it, but limit contact. Don& rsquost let the
kidsintoit. You al need to decontaminate before you go back into the ship.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Right,& rdquo; Ka said. Shonaran another column of place names.

Three people had been on one vacation world dl together. She checked the names: they were afamily,
and none of them had complained of aging. Absently she added Antari 1V to her short list of
& ldquo;safe& rdquo; planets.

Gershom broke the connection and called Eblich. The taciturn bookkeeper& rsquo;sfacia expressions
awaystold more than what he said. When Gershom mentioned the commission, asmall gleam shonein
Eblich& rsquo;s eyes. He promised to prep the lab and leave the way open for the other crewmen and
the children to decontaminate before coming aboard. Then Gershom explained the rest of the ory.

& ldquo;Surely you weren& rsquo;t affected so soon,& rdquo; Eblich said, concerned. &1dquo;Did you
eat anything there?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Gershom said with regret, & ldquo;and you can& rsquo;t believe the good smells
coming out of everyone& rsquo;s kitchen. They asked usto dinner, you know. We don& rsquo;t dare
touch it, and | & rsquo;m starved.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Bad luck,& rdquo; Eblich said laconically. & ldquo;Can you eat nutri ?& rdquo; Shona heard that
and shuddered.

&ldquo;l suppose we& rsquo;ll have to,& rdquo; she said, stretching her fingers. &1dquo;l & rsquo;m
hungry, too.& rdquo;

She begged Home for the use of alab burner and sterilized retorts. The governor was puzzled by the
request until she explained quarantine and limit of contact, then gave her accessto one of the smdl labsin
the village. She and Gershom dined that evening reluctantly but resgnedly on nutri chili. It wasn& rsquo;t



bad, but the smdlls of fresh stew and hot fruit dessert from the community table upwind were devastating
to their morde.

Chirwl brought hisown med and joined them while they aether nutri chili on the doorstep of the lab hut.
He came by himself, for which Shonawas grateful. She liked Wia, but she wanted to talk to him aone.

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m sorry your homecoming had to be spoiled like this, Chirwl.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Sorrow | also. Wlaisaswell as| remembered her, but Shnomri is bitter at seeing youth flee so
unfairly. Hir temper has no padding around it at thistime.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s a good description for what Shnomri must be going through,& rdquo; Shona said.
&ldquo;l hopethat | can help.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l to believein you so others do aso,&rdquo; Chirwl said confidently. & ldquo;Y ou will stay here,
most welcome. | shdl not missyou immediatdy thisway.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Me, too,& rdquo; Shona said, picking up the ottle and kissing the top of his head. &dquo;Saffie
will be glad to see you.& rdquo;

&ldguo;And | her,&rdquo; he said. & ldquo;Cover yoursdf well tonight. Rain is expecting.& rdquo;

That night, the Taylors bedded down in the ottle center-place, using atent and other camping gear
thrown out of the shuttle to them by 1vo. Shonaused half abottle of disnfectant on theinterior and
exterior of the tent, and held the panel s up off the ground to dry. It was a shame to be so clinical about
her preparations, but she knew she& rsquo;d be afoal to ignore circumstances. She did the flexible rods
into their loops, and an oblong tent sprang into being.

Because of the ottle weather report, the Taylors went to some trouble to make certain the groundsheet
and fly were thick enough to keep water from soaking through. While Gershom hammered in the corner
stakes, Shona hung up the lamp and activated the gel heater in the floor of the tent against the night chill.
A digtant crash of thunder made her ook up.

&ldquo;Hurry up, woman! & rdquo; Gershom said, dropping to his knees and squirming through the tent
flap with the box of food and the bedrolls. &ldquo;Hereit comes.& rdquo; Shewriggled in after him. He
snaked out an a'm and grabbed her, and she snuggled against him, listening to the wind in the woods.

Therain didn&rsquo;t begin immediatdly, but crept toward them through the jungle with a subtle whisper.
Gradualy, it hissed closer, and with asizzle, began to patter on the roof of the tent. Gershom leaned
forward, his eyesturned upward, and asmile broke over hisface.

&ldquo;It&rsquo;s restful & rdquo; he said. &Idquo;1t& rsquo;s nice to listen to something without the
constant hum of engine noise. Even with filtered earphones, you know it& rsquo;s aways there.& rdquo;

&ldquo;! like being planetside,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldguo;Even under these circumstances. One day,
wouldné&rsquo;t you like to have alittle place dirtside, where we can stay oncein awhile? It
doesn& rsquo;t have to be fancy& mdash;in fact, the lessfussy it isthe better.& rdquo;

&ldquo;One day,& rdquo; Gershom promised. & ldquo;When finances have eased up alittle. Remember
when we almost bought that country cottage on Alpha? 1 am so glad now that we

didn& rsquo;t& mdash;it took every spare credit to fix up the ship, and we couldn& rsquo;t have gone
another season without it.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know,& rdquo; Shona said, then fell silent to enjoy the sound of therain. The single overhead



light drew shadows under Gershomé& rsquo;s eyebrow ridges, and threw his eyelashesinto rdlief on his
cheeks. She studied him for amoment, thinking that aswell as she knew him, achange of light or mood
could make him astranger again. His eyes met hers and she redlized he& rsquo;d been studying her, too.
He chuckled.

&ldquo;Do you redizethisisthefirst privacy, real privacy we& rsquo;ve had in years?& rdquo;

&ldguo;Mmmm,& rdquo; Shonamurmured, tilting her head back with her eyes closed, enjoying the
sound of the rain and the sensation of being warmly enfolded. &ldquo;l could get to likeiit, but
| & rsquo;m sure | & rsquo;d miss the noise after awhile.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, for the opportunity to find out! & rdquo; Gershom said, with alittle deprecating laugh. He
was dlent for along time; then hisarmstightened around her. &Idquo;Shona, | want to gpologize. | was
an unbelievable bastard while the refit was under way. 1 & rsquo;m sorry al of you had to put up with me,
particularly you. I know you weren& rsquo;t to blamefor our having to stay incommunicado al thet time,
but | was so miserable. My ship was down, my comm number had been changed a dozen times, we
were running out of cash, and | was helplessto do anything but wait.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know how you fdlt,& rdquo; Shonasaid, looking up at him. &ldquo;l felt like atrapped bear
during the last four months of pregnancy. By thetime Alex came, | wanted to rip him out with a hacksaw
and forceps.& rdquo;

Gershom seemed surprised. & ldquo;l would never have known it& mdash;you were so happy, we were
wondering why men never get to be pregnant.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re welcome to have the next one,& rdquo; Shona offered. & ldquo; They can do
some incredible things with trangplants.& rdquo;

&ldguo;No, no,& rdquo; Gershom said, patting hisflat belly, then turning his hand in the congtricted
spaceto tickle hers. &Idquo;l like things the way they are.& rdquo; She squirmed, playfully batting at
him, then captured hislong handsin her smal ones.

&ldquo;Y ou would. Gershom, | do so want another baby. As soon asthisis behind us& hellip;& rdquo;
shetrailed off hopefully.

&ldquo;We can get out from under. Home& rsquo;sinclined to be generous with his fees.& rdquo;
Gershom was confident. & ldquo;We& rsquo;rein the right place at the right time. He& rsquo;s throwing
money at me like adrunken millionaire, but | won& rsgquo;t take more than isfair. | won& rsquo;t cheat
him. Y our module comes down tomorrow, and you can get cracking with your side of the bargain. You
find out what the age plagueis, and 1&rsquo;ll find out where it came from. 1&rsquo;ll get the rest of the
datayou need.& rdquo;

&ldquo;When will you leave?& rdquo; Shona asked, feding forlorn.

&ldquo;No later than regiond nightfal,& rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo;1 & rsquo;ll be back in no time,
sweetheart. Y ou& rsquo;ll be too busy to know 1& rsquo;m gone.& rdquo; Shona doubted it, but wisdly
kept slent. &ldquo; This& hdlip; phenomenonisright in your specid fied of knowledge. Y ou& rsquo;ll
solve the problem and earn Home& rsquo;s undying gratitude. Then, once we& rsquo;re on the way,
more contracts, more deals, maybe a second ship, an exclusive contract for perfumes or

Pharmaceuti cal s& mdash; & rdquo;

Shonagiggled at the golden future he painted. & ldquo;But serioudy,& rdquo; she said, schooling her
face, &1dquo;it could happen to us. We& rsquo;ve been exposed.& rdquo;



&ldquo;Grow old aong with me,& rdquo; Gershom said, reaching for her. & dquo; The best isyet to
be.& rdquo;

Shonareached for the fastening of her shipsuit, then stopped. & ldquo;But | don& rsquo;t have my birth
control with me. It&rsquo;s my fertile cycle.& rdquo; She ducked her head apologeticaly. With awarm,
indulgent smile, Gershom shook his heed.

& ldquo;L et& rsquo;s take our chances on the future. All of them.& rdquo; He took her hand and kissed
the back of it, kissed the fingertips, upturned it, and kissed the pam. His free hand lingered on the closure
of her auit, then Started to undo it very dowly.

She looked into hiswarm, dark eyes, and smiled. Shetilted her mouth up to hisand felt his hands smooth
their way up the muscles of her back. She wanted to tell him that he made her fed like purring, but she
didn& rsquo;t want the long, sweet kissto end.

Afterward, shelay on the smooth poplin of the bedroll, staring at the top of the tent, drifting in a sea of
contentment. & Idquo;Listen, it&rsquo;s ill raining,& rdquo; she managed to say as deep washed over
her consciousness, pulling her under.

The warm mound next to her that was Gershom replied with adreamy, & ldquo;Hmmmm?& rdquo; She
let the next relaxing wave take her awvay.

The sound of an explosion yanked her out of a sound deep shortly before dawn. Shonafound herself
gtting bolt upright in the tent. & Idquo;What was that?& rdquo; she demanded.

Gershom was sitting up next to her. & ldquo;l don& rsguo;t know,& rdquo; he said, pulling on his shipsuit
aleg a atime. He shouldered into the long garment and got to his kneesto fasten the front. Cautioudly,
he extinguished the |lamp and undid the flap and the rain fly. With Shona sitting nervoudly at the far end of
the tent, he peered out into the silvery hdf-light. Dropletsflew in on an errant breeze and sprayed her in
theface. It took amoment before Gershom stopped squinting, then leaned back to report.

&ldquo;It&rsquo;sabig branch. That last lightning strike must have downed it. | can smdll burning. It fell
right next to the tent.& rdquo; Another explosion of thunder, then ablinding show of lightning, made
Shona jump twice. Gershom hastily closed the tent and crawled back to sit with her. & [dquo;1t&rsquo;s
still pouring out there. Probably that old branch was ready to go. We were very lucky.& rdquo;

The sound of the falling branch had attracted the attention of the ottles. As soon asthe rain stopped, they
swarmed over and around it like curious kittens, marveling  itssize.

&ldquo;What fortune that it did not strike where you were,& rdquo; Chirwl said. He had come down out
of hispouch at once, followed by Wia, to make certain his beloved humanswere dl right. Wla added her
chirrup of concern.

&ldquo;Such an occurrenceis not to be looked for,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;Most often, we are
throwing down such limbs before they become a danger.& rdquo;

&ldquo; It was an accident,& rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo; It was an old branch, and lightning struck
it.&rdquo; He kicked the trunk end, which was charred black.

&ldquo; That was not the descent of dead wood,& rdquo; Chirwl said. He perched on the center of the
limb where it had snapped, showing shards of wood like splinters of bone. He flicked chips of wood
away with his sharp talons. & ldquo; Sap springs yet.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Cut with firel & rdquo; Wlasad, after aquick sniff. &ldquo; The sky flamed at the moment it



fell.& rdgquo; Gershomé& rsquo;s brows drew together. He knelt beside her at the blackened end.

&ldquo;1t could have been lightning,& rdquo; Shona said, watching Gershom with alarm. She glanced
upward when he did. The tree from which the heavy limb had fallen was otherwise untouched by the
lightning stroke. Gershom straightened up and put his hands on his hips, hisface st.

&ldquo;Clean-cut. Looks more like alaser pistol. Someone doesn& rsgquo;t want you looking into this
epidemic.&rdquo;

&ldquo;What? Why?& rdquo; Shona asked, horrified. & ldquo;Who could possibly benefit from having
everyone on this planet age unnaturally and die?& rdquo; As soon as the words were out of her mouth, a
terrifying speculation formed in her mind. Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at Gershom.

&ldquo;Y ou don& rsquo;t think V erdadero& helip; ?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No! & rdquo; Gershom exclaimed. &Idquo;He& rsquo;sin prison. He has no stakein this colony,
and he has no way of knowing you were coming here. How could he?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, | had to notify Alien Relations, but | haven& rsquo;t told anyone ese.& rdquo;

&ldquo; There,& rdquo; said Gershom. & ldquo;l doubt he has connectionsin such asmal government
office. S0 it& rsquo;s someone right here. 1& rsquo;m glad the kids are in the shuttle. Y ou should be
there, t0o.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l haveto stay,& rdquo; Shonasaid firmly. &Idquo; These people need me. Chirwl and his
co-mates need me. | & rsquo;ll be careful .& rdquio;

&ldquo; Thisisn& rsquo;t an open attack,& rdquo; Gershom argued. He grasped her upper aams and
lowered hisface to plead with her. &dquo; This was done by someone who sneaks around and triesto
make murder look like an accident, Shona. Y our lifeis more important to methan dl of theirs.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll be in my module,& rdquo; Shona said, wanting to reassure him though she had to
admit she& rsquo;d been frightened, too. & Idquo;1t& rsquo;s made of space-grade ceramic. Nothing on
this planet can get into it if the locks are s&t. 1& rsquio;ll activate the darm every night, and 1&rsquo;ll have
Saffie with me. We& rsquo;ll tell Home what happened, so | can count on someone watching my back al
thetime.&rdquo;

&ldquo; It could have been him,& rdquo; Gershom grumbled.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re not that bad ajudge of character,& rdquo; Shonareplied. & ldquo;Well, aslong
aswe& rsquo;re up, why don& rsquo;t we have breakfast?& rdquo;

The returning shuttle glided carefully underneath the crowns of the trees until it cameto the openfield at
the bottom of the village. Abruptly, it dropped power, and settled to the ground within asurprisingly short
time. Shona, Gershom, Home, Chirwl, and afew of the ottleswere waiting for it.

Ivo, in the pilot& rsquo;s seet, Sgnded thumbs-up to them as he wheded the stubby craft in acircle. One
of Home& rsquo;s men, carrying a blinking orange lantern as a beacon, walked the shuttleto atredess
spot at the edge of the settlement near the vegetable garden. Shonaran dong behind to watch the rear
doors open and the servos lower the white ename dome of her [ab module onto the forest floor. It
seitled with athump.

Shona hurried to open it, knowing there would be protests going on inside. She entered her code on the
externd pand. The door did asde, and a cacophony of anima noises all but knocked her backward.



Saffie was jumping and barking in her crash cage. Harry had set up the angry wail that only a cat who
hated descending through atmosphere could emit. Both of the rabbits had wedged themsdvesin the
corner of their cage, and were kicking the walls. In their box, the mice were nowhere to be seen.

&ldquo;All right! 1t& rsquo;s over! & rdquo; Shona shouted. She closed the outside door and went
around to each container in turn, making her way past askid, hastily dumped in the middle of the
examination room, that contained haf aton of four kinds of anima chow and containers of staplefoods.
Saffie galloped around and around the room as soon as she was free, stopping to bark at the door and
whine at her migtress. Harry regarded Shonawith suspicion, refusing to come out of hisbox. Sheleft his
door open and went on to the rabbits and mice. They were easily placated with some fresh greensfrom
her hydroponic tanks. She stroked the rabbits& rsquo; downy backs, fedling the sengtive animal s& rsquo;
hearts pounding.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s okay, now,& rdquo; she said in asoothing voice. & ldquo;lt&rsquo;sdl right. You
just take it easy. We& rsquo;ve got ajob to do.& rdquo; Both the rabbits huddled with noses down,
intent on munching every scrap of dandelion and rabe.

There was arap on the door, the crew coming to help her stow her supplies. Almost as soon as she
turned her back to answer it, Harry leaped from the door of hisbox up on top of the skid, trying to dig
through the cargo net to tear at hisfood bags. He growled as Shona advanced upon him and dragged
him away so the men could load the bags into the storage areas undernegth the floor.

&1dquo;Oh, shush.& rdquo; She kissed the top of his head. & dquo;Y ou couldn& rsquo;t et it all now
anyway.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re hooked to a power point,& rdquo; Gershom said, walking over to the recessed
switch box. Hethrew alever. The lights browned for asplit second, then shone steadily on the new
energy source. & ldquo; Thisisagood spot. There& rsquo;s a path to the ottle heart-tree if you just hug
the right wall of the module and walk athird of the way around. The settlement is out the front door and
up the hill.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Good! & rdquio;

&ldquo;Here& rsquo;salist of your food,& rdquo; Ivo said, handing her adatacube. He and Kai were
dressed in white, disposable isolation suits made of alight, oxygen-permeable membrane. &ldquo;! tried
to giveyou alittle of everything.&rdquo;

&ldgquo;Many thanks, Ivo.& rdquo; Shona put the cube into her clipboard reader. Sheread the i,
feding alittle dismayed. Her red food consisted mainly of recongtitutables. She had dried protein
supplies: mesat, milk, and cheese; four kinds of beans, plenty of rice; potato granules, asmall store of
grain sedled in one-kilogram nitrogen-filled cans; dried and flash-frozen vegetables; and dried fruit from
the shipment refused by arecelver sx months ago. The only thing she had in abundance was nutri, cans
upon cans of nutri. She shuddered.

&ldquo;Y ou didn& rsquo;t forget spices and extracts, did you, 1vo?& rdquo; she asked anxioudy asthe
men formed a bucket brigade to hand the bags down into the underfloor hold.

&ldgquo;Me? Never.& rdquo; He pointed to abox marked fragile.

She patted hisarm. &ldquo; Thank you! & rdquo; Shona regretted again that the circumstances made it
impossiblefor her to enjoy the natural bounty of Poxt. The mealsthat were cooking in the human village,
and even the stews bubbling over firesin the ottle center-place, made her rue the unlucky circumstance.
And yet, if sheingested anything indigenous, she ran therisk of becoming one of her own patients. What



the Shyl was carrying inthe way of foodstuffs was uninteresting, especidly in light of Shona& rsquo;s
hopes for fresh food and new recipes, but it was safe. The most serious concern she had with her
supplies was boredom.

Gershom oversaw afinal check of equipment, to make certain everything functioned, before the source
of tools and the expertise to use them went away. He carefully checked off everything: life support,
decontamination unit, microscopes, spectrograph, drug synthesizer, MRI and X-ray, refrigeration and
freezer units, sterilization equipment, plus amicrowave/convection unit and food processor for
day-to-day living. Her sonic shower and bathtub unit seemed fine. Alex& rsquo;s high-sided bed had
been moved into the room with her bed and communications console. She was about to ask what it was
doing there, when she heard a disturbance outside the module.

&ldguo;Mamal & rdquo; Alex& rsquo;s siren voice was raised on high. Shonaglanced at the crew.
&ldquo;Mama, where are you?& rdquio;

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s he doing down here?& rdquo; she asked. & ldquo;He and Lani should be with
Eblich.&rdquo;

&ldquo;L.ittle one kicked up afuss,&rdquo; Ivo said, looking everywhere but at her. & [dquo;Lani
wanted to come, t00.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Maybe to say goodbye,& rdquo; Ka said, but she didn& rsquo;t believe him.
&ldquo;l see & rdquo; Shonasaid, and marched outside.

Alex continued caling for her at thetop of hislungs. As soon as he saw her, hisface crumpled, and he
began to cry hystericaly. Lani, looking perturbed, carried him over to Shona. Both children were wearing
isolation suits

& ldquo;He wasn& rsquo;t crying until he saw you,& rdquo; the girl said reproachfully through her plastic
mask.

&ldguo;Mamadin& rsquo;t kiss night-night,& rdquo; Alex sobbed.

Shonagathered up her baby, rocking and patting him until the sobs died away. He pushed back his
upper torso to look at her. Hisface shield was smeared with moisture. Lip quivering, he blinked, then
snorted loudly.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ll have to wipe his nose, Lani,& rdquo; Shona said, & ldquo;l & rsquo;m not
derile.&rdquo;

The girl undid the child& rsquo;s mask and mopped hisface with a cloth she took from a zipper pocket
on thefront of her own suit. & ldquo;He& rsquo;sdl right.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Mama,& rdquo; Alex said unhappily, throwing hisarms around her and burying hisfacein her
neck again. Shona checked to make certain his hood wasin place.

&ldguo;Mama,& rdquo; Lani said, sounding equally forlorn, & ldquo;we doné& rsquo;t want to go away
from hereif you& rsquo;re staying.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou know why | have to stay, honey,& rdquo; Shona said. She put her free arm around Lani.
&ldguo;And why you have to go. Daddy is going with you. Isn&rsquo;t that al right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;But 1& rsquo;m not ababy. | could stay,& rdquo; Lani protested. & ldquo;l could help.& rdquo;



&ldquo;Lani, you don& rsquo;t know what& rsquo;sinvolved here. | don& rsquo;t know yet,
mysdf.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Wewill find out,& rdquo; the girl said stubbornly. Her nose grew asred as Alex&rsquo;s.
&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t want to leave Poxt. 1t&rsquo;slike Kardla. And Chirwl is here.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Honey, do you know what it meansif you stay?& rdquo; Shona asked gently. & ldquo;Every time
you make contact with anyone or anything, you& rsquo;ll have to go back and disinfect yoursdlf before
going into our living quarters. Y ou& rsquo;ll have to make certain you haven& rsquo;t picked up any
spores or mitesin your clothes, so you& rsquo;ll probably have to wear anisolation suit dl thetime. You
can&rsquo;t eat any of the native food. We& rsquo;ve got dried stuff, but you& rsquo;ll get tired of that
very quickly. | know that | will. 1&rsquo;ll have to be testing samples of your blood and stool every day,
maybe severd times aday. And Chirwl& rsquo;s too, because he hasné& rsquo;t been exposed up until
now.& rdquo;

Lani grimaced. & dquo;Poor Chirwl,& rdquo; she said.

& ldquo;Poor Chirwl indeed,& rdquo; Shona agreed. & ldquo;And poor us, too. If you go with Gershom
now, |&rsquo;ll only have to make those tests once. Woné& rsquo;t you save me the trouble?& rdquo;

The girl&rsquo;s face contorted. Shona could tell she was wrestling with the desire to stay weighed
againgt her foster mother& rsquo;s wishes and concerns.

&1dquo;Oh, sweetheart, if it happened to you | & rsquo;d hate myself forever. Come on. Y ou can hep
me right now. 1&rsquo;ll get you and Alex done, then we& rsquo;ll get those big babies out there one
moretime before you dl lift off.& rdquo;

&ldquo;All right,& rdquo; Lani said, relieved she didn& rsquo;t have to make the choice at once.

So far as Shona could tell, the tests on the crew showed nothing unusual. A rigorous cleaning was done
on the shuttle interior. Gershom assured Shona he would void the atmosphere in the shuttle hold to space
when they werein orbit, to freeze any parasitesthat might till cling to itswheels and body.

&ldquo; Do you want to risk one beacon connection before | go?& rdquo; Gershom asked.

Shona dithered between the security of not attracting attention to Poxt, and not getting her mail. At length
she nodded.

&ldgquo;We& rsquo;d better, in case there& rsquo;s news from the court on Mars. | don& rsquo;t want to
be late in responding to any new queries. That would play straight into the hands of the
meddlers.& rdquo; She led the way into the bedroom compartment of the module.

Thefirgt of the messages was anote of rdlief from Susan.

&ldquo; Thank goodness you sent! | was beginning to wonder if you& rsquo;d been swallowed up.
Thanksfor the videos of Alex. He&rsquo;s so big.

&1dquo;Y ou caught mein the middle of negotiations for the next project. & rsquo;ve actualy got offers,
twin! Nothing like successto give people confidence in you. | can&rsquo;t tell you much about them right
now, because the walls have ears& mdash; & rdquo; Susan gestured around her with mock furtive
gestures, and Shonalaughed. & Idquo;Everyone wants to scoop me, hoping they& rsquo;ll get rightsto
the next big story before | can. & rsquo;ll be surprised if you haven& rsquo;t heard from reporters galore.
All of them want to ask you if it really happened, asif they couldn& rsquo;t check the court records.
Dummies. Hoping thisfindsyou asit leaves me. | want to hear from you again soon! Love to everybody.



Bye! & rdquo;

Shona punched the Reply button. & ldquo;Believeit or not, | can&rsquo;t tell you wherel am,& rdquio;
shetold the screen with regret. & ldquo;We& rsquo;re dl fine. | can say that 1& rsquo;m planetsidein the
middle of wonderful scenery, and 1& rsquo;ve met some new friends. Very unusual friends,& rdquo; she
added, with aglance at Gershom. He quirked agrin. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll give you more details as soon as
possible. | hopeit& rsquo;s soon. Successin whatever it isyou& rsquo;re doing. It sounds exciting. Love.
Over and out! & rdquo;

&ldquo;Whew! & rdquo; she said, as she queued the reply for transmission. &ldquo; She might
understand what | mean from that. Susan could dways guess my thoughts. | hope | do have good news
for her next time.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l do, too,& rdquo; Gershom said.

The next message punctured Shonag& rsquo;s bubble of good humor. It wasfrom Manfred Mitchell. The
new CEO of the Corporation had not lost his good |ooks, and the gaze he fixed on the video pickup till
had an ardent flavor that sent aquiver through Shona& rsquo;s fibers, but he looked moretired than she
hed ever seen him.

&ldquo;It was good to hear from you, Shona,& rdquo; Mitchell said. &ldquo;l wish | could help you. No
one deserves aid from the Corp more than you, but we are still under heavy officia scrutiny. We
can&rsquo;t get involved with persona indebtedness. | am very sorry. | won&rsquo;t offer it toyou asa
gift, ance you& rsquo;re not registered asalegd charity, and that would raise tax questions. Would a
persona loan from me do? | & rsquo;d be happy to send you whatever you need, to be paid off at
whatever interval you specify.& rdquo; Hiswarm haze eyestwinkled. &dquo;My new job hasafew
perks, one of whichisagreeatly inflated sdary. | can spareit. Please let me know. My best regardsto
your husband and family. Mitchell out.& rdquo;

Shona could fed her cheeks burning as she scrolled up to the next message. Her pride was hurt at having
to accept charity. Mitchdl was askind as he could be, but it fill hurt to ask. Following Mitchell&rsquo;s
note was another rude message from the loan officer from MarsBank. Shona hit the Erase command,
then recorded ahumble missive to Mitchell, thanking him kindly for his offer.

& ldquo; Please send the money directly to MarsBank One,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;Here& rsquo;s our
account information. And blessyou. 1&rsquo;ll bein touch again soon. Y our godson isgrowing big, and
learning an amazing array of expressonsin three languages, Standard, Karelan, and ottle, some of them
very naughty, but then, heistwo. Taylor out.& rdquo;

Beside her, Gershom looked worried. &Idquo;l& rsquo;d better send a personal messageto Zeles. You
ate crow thelast time. 1t&rsquo;s my turn.& rdquo; He indicated she should scoot over to let him have
the whole width of screen. Shonawatched, fedling hel pless and ashamed as Gershom recorded anote
asking for understanding. & ldquo;My businessisjust getting running again, and we have had to fulfill an
obligation specified by the Gaactic Government to my wife& rsquo;s guest ottle. | redize that the
payment we sent only covers our main indebtedness but | have alucrative commission now, at the
conclusion of which | will receive asubstantid fee, which | will remit to you. Thank you for your
patience.& rdquo; He reached over to squeeze Shona& rsquo;s hand for confidence, then hit the Send
button.

&ldquo;l think that& rsquo;sal,&rdquo; Ka said, standing with hands on shipsuited hips.
& ldquo;We& rsquo;d better go. | don& rsquo;t want to navigate out of here when it& rsquo;s dark. If |
ram one of those big trees& hellip;& rdquo;



Shonakissed Alex on top of his hood and handed him to Gershom. & ldquo;Y ou be agood boy for me.
Y ou do what Daddy tells you, and you mind Lani. All right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Mamago?& rdquo;
&ldquo;No, darling. | haveto stay here.&rdquo;

&ldquo;No! & rdquo; He leaned out of Gershom& rsquo;s arms and fastened onto her neck with his
chubby arms. & dquo;Mamal & rdquio;

Hisface turned red again, tears threatening. Shetried to distract him. &Idquo;But don& rsquo;t you want
to go see a gpace station? Daddy is going to abig, interesting place. He needs you to help him navigate.
Wouldn& rsquo;t that be fun?& rdquio;

&ldquo;No. No, Mama.& rdquo; His eyes brimmed over as he looked up at her. Thiswasn&rsquo;t the
furious storm of athwarted two-year-old, it was the helplessness of avery little boy who didn& rsquo;t
want to be taken away from his mother. Shonaweighed the dangers and difficulty of having him stay with
her againgt the real possibility of psychologica damage, and decided she couldn& rsquo;t make any other
choice.

&ldquo;All right,& rdquo; she said. &ldquo;l & rsquo;ll keep him here, Gershom. He& rsquo;ll haveto
stay in the module unless | can supervise him, but | think it would be worse otherwise.& rdquo; Gershom
nodded unhappily.

Lani, looking childlike and dim in the too-big isolation suit, was very solemn. & ldquo;Can&rsquost | stay,
too, Mama? | promiseto help.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Go to Daddy, Alex honey. Just for aminute, al right?& rdquo; Shona handed the baby off to
Gershom, and took Lani aside.

&ldquo;l can&rsquo;t let you endanger yoursdlf by staying with me,& rdquo; Shona said, enfolding the
girl inloving arms. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re brave and very kind for wanting to stay, but the Stuation is
serious. No one has any ideawhat is causing this& hellip; this syndrome, and it& rsquo;s my job to find
the answer. 1t& rsquo;s worse for Alex because he doesn& rsquo;t understand separation yet.

Y ou& rsquo;re old enough, and | don& rsquo;t want you affected by whatever thisis. Every

day& mdash;every minute& mdash;you remain here, you could comeinto contact with the vector.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou said it wasn& rsquo;t that contagious,& rdquo; Lani said brokenly.

&ldquo;Not too contagious and not contagious aren& rsquo;t at al the same thing,& rdquo; Shona
explained kindly but firmly. & ldquo;lit will be difficult enough for meto try and safeguard one child. What
you& rsquo;re doing is very important, too.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What& rsquo;s that ?& rdquo;

Shonaglanced over a her husband and met his eyes with her brows raised to tip him off asto what she
was doing. He gave her the ghost of anod, acknowledging.

&ldquo;K eep Gershom safe. Watch his back. Y ou know people are till looking for us. If you see
anyone strange, or any kind of incident makes you suspicious, let him know right away. If | can& rsquo;t
be there to protect him, then | want you to. That& rsquo;s amost the most important thing I can think
of .&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou sent me away before,& rdquo; Lani managed to whisper, then burst into wrenching sobs on



Shona& rsquo;s shoulder.

Shona& rsquo;s heart turned over as she remembered the forlorn little girl she& rsquo;d been forced to
give up onceto foster care on Mars. She turned gently back and forth on her hed, rocking Lani against
her and patting her back asif she were ababy.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;d do anything rather than send you away now, if only | could be sure you would be
safe.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l will!&rdquo; The protest was muffled in the fabric of Shona& rsquo;stunic.

&ldquo;l& mdash;| don& rsquo;t know if even 1&rsquo;ll be immune to whatever& rsquo;s going on here.
| can& rsquo;t protect you from abogey, sweetheart. Please. Go with Daddy.& rdquo; She peeked
down. Tearswere dripping from the black satin lashes, but the girl was nodding. Shona hugged her.
&ldquo; Thank you, sweetheart. | & rsquo;ll fedl better knowing you& rsquo;re with him.& rdquo; Sadly,
Lani mounted the steps to the shuttle and waved a goodbye with one floppy-gloved hand. Then shefled
into the ship.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;stime to go,& rdquo; Gershom said. They stood at the door of the shuttle. The other
crew members had tactfully withdrawn to give them alast moment of privacy.

&ldquo;l know.& rdgquo; Shonag& rsquo;s throat thickened, and she swallowed hard.

&ldquo; Thisisn&rsguo;t the way 1& rsquo;d have chosen to say goodbye, but as Kai said we& rsquo;d
better lift while there& rsquo;s daylight.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Safe going,& rdquo; Shona said solemnly. &ldquo;All of you. 1& rsquo;ll worry.& rdquo;

&1dquo; You& rsquo; Il worry?Y ou take care of your mother,& rdquo; he enjoined Alex, who was very
solemn but not teary, sitting on Shona& rsquo;s hip. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re abig boy, and | expect you
to bevery brave. Y ou&rsquo;ll defend her, right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Right! & rdquo; Alex said. He bounced up and down once, making Shona stagger.

& ldquo;He& rsquo;s getting too heavy to carry,& rdquo; Shona said, with a self-deprecating quirk of her
mouth.

&ldquo;Bye, baby,& rdquo; Gershom said. He leaned in to kiss his son, then turned his face toward his
wife. &ldquo;And goodbyeto you. All my love, every day.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Mine, too,& rdquo; Shonasaid, kissng him first fondly, then deeply. &ldquo;1 & rsquo;ll missyou.
| can& rsquo;t send, not while& hdllip; & rdquo;

Gershom nodded, not needing to be reminded that Shonawould be vulnerable with no means of leaving
Poxt. &ldquo;l know. We& rsquo;ll be back as soon as we can. Y ou watch yoursdlf. | don& rsquo;t
mind older women, but there& rsquo;salimit.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou be careful ,& rdquo; she said. She stood, holding Alex with his legs wrapped around her
wals, waving until the shuttle had lifted through the canopy of trees.

& ldquo; She& rsquo;s here for good,& rdquo; Morganstern said unhappily. & [dquo; She& rsquo;s
snooping into the problem. Damn her, until she came adong no one redized there was anything
wrong! & rdquo;



&ldquo;l must contact LabCor for instructions,& rdquo; Volk said. She shivered. &ldquo;l will assure
them we have done nothing to attract attention. It was chance that brought her here, but we haveto find
out what to do. In the meantime do not cooperate. Do not talk about our research, and don& rsquo;t let
her near the computers.& rdquo;

& ldquo;We& rsgquo;re not fools,& rdquo; Morganstern said coldly. Missaignored him, thinking of how to
addresstherest of the staff. After Larch& rsquo;s near brush with death some of them were starting to
think about mortaity, too, and she couldn& rsquo;t have that. Frightened people talked. Even the threeat
of sharing the fate that had befalen Dennison wouldné& rsquo;t keep them silent forever. Even though,
Missathought peevishly, she no longer had the wherewithal to support that threat. At some point, the
nano-mites at large could reproduce, but those were out of her sphere of control. Would they affect
othersin contact with those who were dready victims, or would a second dose only make thingsworse
for the carrier? She thought of Dennison again, and decided for thefirst timein her life shewould rather
die quickly. Othersin her encampment must be thinking that way, too. How many would sidle down to
Dr. Taylor and tell her what they knew in hopes that the reputed wonder-worker could reverse the
effects?

&ldquo;She& rsquo;s dl aone here. | wonder how free sheis?& rdquo; Hampton asked speculatively.
Missaturned to stare a him.

&ldquo;Y ou can think about sex at atime like this?& rdquo; Morganstern demanded, outraged.
Hampton grinned.

&ldquo;My dear friend, 1& rsquo;m thinking about eternity. 1&rsquo;d like to seeif she& rsquo;stied into
alife-limiting Sngle relaionship. She& rsquo;savery dtractive woman, smooth-fleshed, bright, lively,
probably funin bed. Besides, if | explore afragment of my psyche with her, | can keep an eye on her,
and possibly drop another tree branch on her if she startsto get too close.& rdquo; Hetilted his head
casualy. The eyesin his smooth, handsome face glittered reptilelike. & ldquo;l woné& rsquo;t missthe next
time.&rdquo;

&ldguo;Consider the mordity of an approach like that,& rdquo; said Volk. & dquo;An ephemerd
won& rsquo;t feel about relationd freedom as we do.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Mordity?& rdquo; Hampton pouted. & ldquo;l & rsgquo;m not proposing to injure her. | want to
provide her with pleasure. Over afew hundred years there is room for many encounters with many
women and men. Y ou know that. If you think about forever, there are no limits.& rdquo;

Volk and Morgangtern exchanged thoughtful glances.

&ldquo;We do haveto keep an eye on what she& rsquo;s doing,& rdquo; Missasaid at last.
&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll get onto LabCor. And for pity& rsquo;s sake, don& rsquo;t miss next time. Our
grant&rsguo;s at stake.& rdquo;

There was no profit in recriminations, Ladovard thought as he increased impulse drive by a puff of power
to match the rotation of the ZB-267-Sgma communications beacon. The Shyl had eluded them near
Venturi Station, but he had other means of finding out where they had gone. His two associates, Pogue
and Emile, aimed curious glances at him from time to time as he prepared to dock the modified scout
ship. Hewas aware of their scrutiny, but preferred to let them think he thought they were too unimportant
to command his attention.

He could see his own reflection in the shining surface of the navigation tank before him. In adiver-narrow
face, deep-set eyes were no more than glittering suggestions underneath bony brow ridges. His hair was
clipped short to show the broad, knobby brow that made it look asif the brain inside had shaped the



skull outside. Long lines running straight down from beside hisnose to his chin drew aletter H with his
thin-lipped mouth. It was an uncompromising face. In a universe where things were so sldom what they
seemed, Ladovard was pleased to be one of the things that was. He hunted. He killed. He enjoyed his
job. He looked the part.

ZB-267 was one of the thousands of unmanned exchange points on the vast communication net that held
the gdactic community together. Since the Taylors had abandoned their origind comm numbers, it had
been a paper chase to find the next ones, then the next. There hadn& rsquo;t been time after the
tranamission of the Sbyl& rsquo; s black-box number to find out the latest, but Ladovard didn& rsquo;t
think then he& rsquo;d need to concern himsalf with any future messagesto be sent by the Taylors. It
should have been an easy kill, so close that he could see the smooth, round shapes of the numerous zeros
that followed theinitid digit of the promised credit reward. Then, unexpectedly, the pilot of the Sbyl had
repdled him far away, long enough to warp-jump. Incredible! They couldn& rsquo;t have had timeto
caculate it. Maybe they& rsquo;d torn themselves apart, or dammed into a black hole. But Ladovard
could not take a chance that they had. He couldné& rsquo;t claim those credits on amaybe; he& rsquo;d
heard about Jachin Verdadero, and how he punished people who tried to cheat him. A powerful man,
evenin prison.

The GBI &rsgquo;s plan to keep the Taylors& rsquo; comm number from betraying them had one serious
flaw: the government agents had not changed, or did not think of changing, the numbers of the

Taylors& rsquo; correspondents, and the woman received alot of persona mail. Ladovard had a
tracedown going on a dozen messages from Susan MacRoy, all sent within the previous quarter. It stood
to reason that Shona Taylor wasn& rsquo;t downloading while the ship had beenin Venturi;

they& rsquo;d been dry-docked. When those dozen messages were taken off the net, the beacon number
at which they were received would lead Ladovard on the next step to finding the Taylors. He knew his
prey: Shona Taylor wouldn& rsquo;t be ableto resist checking into the net, and every time she did, he got
closer and closer to earning the bounty on her head.

Instead of making arandom jump in hopes of coming up on the fleeing quarry, Ladovard could
triangulate from adistance; then, when he captured the most recent receiver number, he could ask for
copies of dl messages sent out from that address, letting the Taylorstell him where they were at the same
timethey informed their friends.

Astheairlock of the n attached to the beacon& rsquo;s port, lights went on throughout the
satdlite, and the hum of awakening engines vibrated the scout& rsquo;s hull. Soon, Ladovard had green
lights on his board to show that the smal compartment beyond the airlock had been flushed with oxygen
and warmed to approximately 18& deg; Centigrade. Normally, the superconductive components worked
quite happily in space& rsquo;s sub-zero temperatures, but facilities had been ingtalled for the human
ingtdlerswho came by a intervasto check on the mechanisms. With anod to Pogue telling him to stay
on gtation in the scout, Ladovard and Emile dipped on protective suits and passed through to the
beacon& rsquo;sinterior.

The space alotted for technicians was no bigger than what was strictly necessary. Ladovard, tall and
dim, and Emile, shorter and narrow as awhistle, moved around one another without difficulty. The
station& rsgquo;s designers had thoughtfully included two rollabout seats with gravity bearings so that they
did with barely a push-off from the person in the chair. In under three minutes they had broken past the
security system and had hooked into the main memory banks. Emile produced a smal rubber-gray box
with three solenoid switches, two LED& rsquo;s, and a datacube niche set into itstop surface. The
lockdown was a complex and very expensive device guaranteed to break the scrambled signal on all
messages transmitted through it. Ladovard had alist of keywords and names that the lockdown
employed to pinpoint the user code he wanted. He inserted the datacube and activated it. Thelockdown



began to filter through the billions of message unitswaiting in the memory to be updated, released, or
erased. It might take days, even weeks, until the station that had downloaded Taylor& rsquo;s mail
reported, but Ladovard was patient. One could be patient for that much money.

It was nine days after they had docked with the beacon that the mole started beeping. Zedari sector
beacon RE-388-Sigma reported adownload and a match on fifteen of the hundred keywords Ladovard
had listed as pertaining to his prey. Some of the messages had a so contained the names Shona, Shyl,
ottle, Gershom, Mars, Elliott, and Taylor. Once viewed, they& rsquo;d been erased, and replies had
been transmitted to five addresses. The lockdown had recorded the numbers to which replies had been
sent. The numbers matched ones Ladovard aready had onfile. Ladovard didn& rsquo;t have to worry
about the one chancein 376 billion billion against such amatch being incorrect, that those five people
might have had afurther contact in common beside Shona Taylor. The voiceprint he had for her that
appeared in four of the five messages confirmed it further. Zedari wasin fact the place histarget had
been. He snapped out a series of orders, and Pogue and Emile a once began preparationsto leave the
beacon for Zedari sector. They would find the next link in the chain there.

2

&ldguo;My wife thinks 1& rsquo;m crazy,& rdquo; Tony Coglio confided as Shonalistened to his heart
and lungsin her examination room. & ldquo;l was an athlete in school, you know.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Um, no,& rdquo; Shona said absently, counting heartbeets. & dquo;Sorry. | just got
here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh. | thought you were going through everybody& rsquo;s background.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Purely for medicd reasons,& rdgquo; Shona said, tapping him on the back with her stethoscope.
He sat up straighter to avoid the cold metal end. & ldquo;Most of your secrets are still safe.& rdquo;

Tony shrugged.

&ldquo;Anyway, | can&rsquo;t run anymore. My blood pressure& rsquo;s up, and everything sends me
panting. 1&rsquo;m only twenty-eight. | shouldn& rsquo;t be going like this. | look older than my ded. |
shouldné& rsquo;t even have gray hair. My uncle& rsquo;s seventy, and hasn& rsquo;t got awhite hair on
hiswhole body. | grew up on Birnham, you know.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es,& rdquo; Shonasaid, looking at Coglio& rsquo;s black curls which were shot with silver. His
temples had turned entirely gray, and there were crow& rsquo;s-feet around his eyes and mouth.
&ldquo; That | do know. No one on Birnham has ever complained about anything like this?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, and they would too.& rdquo; Tony shot a hand across, pam outward, for emphasis.
&ldquo;Everybody talksto everybody. | till get messages from my old schoolteachers. They&rsquo;re
proud of mefor being here. They say 1&rsquo;m an example for the human race. | like Poxt, | really do,
you know.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Do you have any ideawhat caused your accel erated aging?& rdquo; Tony shook his head.
&ldquo; Tell me how it happened.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know. 1t& rsquo;s agreat place, and the food& rsquo;s so healthy compared with
where| grew up on Birnham. Big industrid planet, mines and factories, you know.& rdquo; Shona
nodded. & ldquo;My folks brought me here asakid. | stayed here after they moved on, | liked it so
much.

&ldquo;One day, | suddenly felt so good, right out of the blue. I thought it was this planet& rsquo;s



influence, you know, leaching the toxins out of me so | was pure. | could run amile and not bresk a
swest, and | was so strong. Cartoon-hero stuff. | thought, wooo-OO& rsquo;t if they could bottlethis,
they could sdll it for amillion credits apiece. | had energy like | hadn& rsquo;t had since | wasfive, and
my sex drive, well& mdash;& rdquo; He had the grace to blush at Shona. & ldquo;Well, say | impressed
KaluaMartinez enough that she said she& rsquo;d marry me, and she did. Now | can& rsquo;t do what |
could six months ago, and she thinks 1& rsquo;ve logt interest. | haven& rsquo;t! Just look at me.& rdquio;

Shonadid. She saw nothing wrong with him, except that he looked closer to sixty than thirty. His body
had stopped entirely producing the hormone DHEA, and his testosterone levels were down, too. As
he& rsquo;d said, his blood pressure was high for hisweight and caendar age. She sat down to look at
his current charts, and compared them with hisrecords since hisarriva. They showed adizzying drop in
condition, dl inthelast saverd months.

&ldquo;So what isit, Shona?& rdquo;

She shook her head. &ldquo;l have no ideayet. There& rsquo;s so much research to be done, and

| & rsquo;m starting up from zero. Lie down, please. | & rsquo;ve got to get persona herefor a
moment.& rdquo; Briskly, shetook tissue samples, including glands, and swabbed the cdllsinto dishes
filled with growth solution. While she wrote his name on thelids, she nodded to him to Sit up.

&1dquo;1 & rsquo;m going to start you on a course of hormone trestments in the meantime,& rdquo; she
sad. &ldquo;Y ou should also be taking antioxi-dant vitamins. | seethat yolcho semscontain a
wonderful concentration of vitamin A variants, and the colony has plenty of citrustrees. Y ou can get
vitamin C that way, or through supplements. [t& rsquo;s up to you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsgquo;m not that much of a vegetable eater,& rdquo; Tony admitted. & ldquo;But 1& rsquo;d
do anything to get back the way | was before. Well, not before before, but like six months ago.& rdquo;
He grinned, showing gleaming white teeth in awickedly attractive smile.

&ldguo;We& rsquo;ll do what we can,& rdquo; Shonasaid, returning hisgrin. &ldquo;Any help you can
give mein tracking down the source of this syndrome would be wonderful. By the way, Governor Home
would greetly appreciateit if you wouldn& rsquo;t mention what& rsquo;s been going on to anyone
off-planet. It might create& hellip; darm.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Could, couldn& rsquo;t it?& rdquo; Tony said, nodding. & ldquo;Sure. 1& rsquo;ll keep it
quiet.&rdquo;

&ldquo;And | would grestly appreciateit if you wouldné& rsquo;t mention my namein any
communications, ether.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Oh, yeah, the video.& rdquo; His brilliant flash-gun smile came and went again. & ldquo;Sure.
Your secret& rsquo;s safe, too. See you around.& rdquo;

Chirwl& rsguo;s parents came in with their offspring, Thio and Tsanan willingly, followed by Chlari,
protesting dl the way. In deference to hisimpatience, Shonatook down hisinformation fird.

&ldquo; There,& rdquo; she said, snapping the lid on the sample dishes she& rsquo;d marked with his
name. &ldquo; That& rsquo;s al we need from you.& rdquio;

&ldquo; That isgood,& rdquo; Chlari said, but he stayed in a corner, watching his co-mates go through
their examinations, asif he sugpected Shonawould commit somefoul act on them if he turned his back.

&ldquo;What ails that animal ?& rdquo; he asked, pointing at Harry, who paced back and forth behind



the clear plagtic curtain, crying out in protest.

&1dquo;Oh, ignore him,& rdquo; Shona said, waving ahand. &dquo;He wantsto go out. He can seethe
birdsand little animas out there, and he wants to run around and tangle me up in hisleash, theway he
always does.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Let him out without the leash,& rdquo; Thio said, Sitting on the examination table as Shona
listened to Tsanan& rsquo;s heart. The ova-donor twitched hir whiskers with amusement. &Idquo;! will
watch him. There is nowhere acat can run that an ottle cannot follow.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, thank you. 1&rsquo;d rather keep him insde,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;He& rsquo;s just
jealous because Saffie is alowed to go out and he isn& rsquo;t. She never catches anything that makes
her ill for more than afew hours.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l am told by our offspring that she dog is made, not born,& rdquo; Tsanan said in her soft
chirrup.

&ldquo;Not at all,& rdquo; Shona said, waiting to take a scraping from the inside of the nurturer& rsquo;s
mouth. &Idquo;Saffie was born, but her genes were atered so her metabolism can defeat any intrusive
organism. Her breed is called a & Isquo;vaccine dog,& rsquo; because | can inject her with amicrobe or
abiologica sample, and her system will produce an organic chemica to knock it out. | have to be quick,
though, or I&rsquo;ll missthat little reaction. 1t& rsquo;s amazing. She never even gets parasites, for
which | am utterly grateful, because that thick fur isachoreto comb asit is. | don& rsquo;t want to take
achance on Harry getting sick, unless| have to use histdents. He can distinguish hundreds of chemicad
compounds. Sulfur ishisun-favorite.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Do you not worry then, when you use his talents?& rdquo; Tsanan asked, laying akindly paw on
Shona& rsquo;s hand.

&ldquo;Of course | do,& rdquo; Shonasaid, stopping her work with asigh. &ldquo;& |squo;But
that& rsquo;s hisjob, and mine. | have to care about other people& rsquo;s heath more than my
own.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Then you are agood hedler,& rdquo; Thio said. & ldquo;We will persuade the othersto cometo
such aone as you.&rdquo;

Varrd, Chlari&rsguo;s enfeebled friend, showed up afew hours afterward.

&ldquo;We are herefor to be looked,& rdquo; Varra said, eying Shona sideways. &ldquo;l bring escort
two of my family who aso so suffer: Parga, my mate, and Dleld, our offspring the second.& rdquo;

&ldquo;We are glad that such the is now public,& rdgquo; squeaked the co-mate, a nurturer. & ldquo;l am
medica for our breed. What information will serve you best?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Where were you when you first noticed the change in your bodies?& rdquo; Shona asked,
making up afresh dossier and noting down the ottles& rsquo; names.

&ldquo; There has been much conversation since you began to ask questions,& rdquo; Pargasaid,
cocking her bewhiskered face to one side. & ldquo;Our socia is consumed by this matter, and al have
much to say. Such asthisis unprecedented. It is deemed that in time seven moon-revolutions since the
feeling of high good, and not long thereafter the reaction to same.& rdquo; Shonanodded. It wasthe
same time-frame as her human patients had reported. The human settlers operated on a Standard
cdendar, but ottle months were dightly shorter, with seventeen monthsin a Poxtian year.



&ldquo;And what are your symptoms?& rdquio;

&ldquo;At fird, activity, and hunger,& rdquo; the nurturer said. & ldquo; Then gentle feding of decline,
Much stiff, weak. The skeleton does not knit as before.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l see. Y our bones are getting brittle, prematurely. | haven& rsquo;t got the hang of ottle
physiology yet, but for ahuman in your condition 1 & rsquo;d suggest hormone replacement therapy. Do
you understand what | mean?& rdquo;

&ldquo; The substance of genderness,& rdquo; the nurturer said promptly. & ldquo;l have attempted to
chew roots that so stimulate, but nothing happens.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Probably the system in your body that producesit has shut down, aswould be normal if you
aged. Do fe& mdash;| mean, nurturers become frail asthey grow older?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es.& rdquo; The ottle nodded vigoroudy. &ldquo;ltisasif | am many years beyond which |
am now.&rdquo;

& ldquo;Fifteen of our number are eldered,& rdquo; the male added. & ldquo;None so as Shnomri, but
notice is made of them.& rdquo;

Shona chatted with the ottle healer about physiology, and made notes of the natural remedies that the
small nurturer used for arthritis complexes and hypertenson. When there was a moment, Shona planned
to get the colony botanist to tell her if the humans had checked out these remediesto seeif they could be
used by ether species. If s0, then probably she could recommend, even dispense, growth-hormone
treatments to stop the symptoms of aging, using synthesized materia based on an anaysis of
Chirwl&rsquo;s secretions.

&ldquo;Meanwhile,& rdquo; shetold them, & ldquo;l want you to eat a nutrient-rich diet, concentrating
on calcium and magnesium supplements. Tell al the others what to do.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Do you know ottle well ?& rdquo; The mae laughed, ashrill chitter. &ldquo;Y ou do not tell
ottles. Y ou discuss with ottles. There will be arguments, but many will do as you suggest.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Have investigations shown the source, other than humans?& rdquo; the nurturer asked.

&ldquo;No success there,& rdquo; Shona said. &1dquo;lt& rsquo;s beginning to look asif it fell out of the
sky.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Don& rsquo;t laugh,& rdquo; said Wyn Barri, with anervous, sidelong glance as he boosted
himsdlf onto the examination table, & ldquo;but what about biologica materid descending from the
heavensin afallen meteor?& rdquo;

&ldquo;At this point 1& rsquo;m willing to take any suggestions,& rdquo; Shona said. &ldquo; The morel
talk to humans and ottles, affected or not affected, the more | & rsquo;m convinced there was asingle
circumstance that caused this syndrome back on, let& rsquo;scdl it Day X. It isn&rsquo;t spreading, a
least not so far. Those of you who have it, haveit. Those who don&rsquo;t are entirely

unaffected.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, that& rsquo;s acomfort, | must say,& rdquo; Wyn said waspishly, and Shonaremembered
his grimace from the day she had first stated there was something wrong in the colony. & ldquo;My
companion is one of the unaffected, and while we promised to be devoted to one another through old
age and death, | didn&rsgquo;t think it was coming so soon.& rdquio;



Shonaeyed him criticaly. &ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re not as badly affected as some. | don& rsquo;t see signs
of unusud cacification in your joints. Y our vitals are good. What& rsquo;s the specific

complaint?& rdquo; Wyn opened his mouth afew timesto talk, then pressed hislipstogether, looking
embarrassed. To give him time, Shona busied herself with her instruments, and purposefully took a blood
sample and atissue scraping from theingde of his mouth. Wyn looked away from her.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m getting fat,& rdquo; he burst out. & 1dquo;l & rsquo;ve put on amost five kilos since
the beginning of thisyear. 1& rsquo;ve never had asingle extra gram since | shed the baby fat. 1t& rsquo;s
very troubling for me. [&rsguo;m a nutritionist. | know what my body needsto survive. | & rsquo;ve put
myself on aten per cent fat diet, and it& rsquo;s still building on. | admit | ate alot some months ago. |
mean | was starving al thetime. But that should have been gone, and it& rsquo;s not.& rdquo; He
pinched his belly with both hands and showed her the fold. & ldquo;Here it is.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thisistypica of the profile | & rsquo;m building,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &Idquo;But it&rsquo;s
only aprofile of ashadow. | have no ideaasto the origin. Let me seeyou in five days. 1&rsquo;ll do
what | can to work out aregimen for you. In the meantime, keep exercising. It&rsquo;ll help with the
weight problem, and | want you to keep up your muscle mass.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll run every day,& rdquo; Wyn promised solemnly, tipping her awink. & dquo;Come
pain or come shine.& rdquo;

&ldguo;What an incredible range of symptoms everyone has,& rdquo; Shona said, looking around for
Chirwl. She glanced back toward the transparent barrier that separated the deeping room from the
examination room. Chirwl sat on her side of it, hunched up againgt Saffie& rsquo;s shaggy flank. The
slence beyond meant Alex hadn& rsquo;t yet awakened from his nagp. & ldquo; Chirwl ?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsgquo;re very quiet,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve been here dmost al day,
and you& rsquo;ve hardly said aword. | waswaiting for you to join in the conversation.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l thought | would sit with my friend Saffie,& rdquo; Chirwl said in as subdued atone as Shona
had ever heard him use. &Idquo;Sheis gloom, and so am |.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Why?'Y ou& rsquo;re home again with your family.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That ispart of the sad. | am staying mornings and evenings with Wlaand my generative ones, but
Shnomri has gone back into the pouch and will not see me. | get answers from your questions when the
ottle deignsto spesk, but of persona and offgpring mattersthereis no conversation. | am believefed itis
regretful that you came me brought back to Poxt.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Now, that& rsquo;s not fair. People might have died if we hadn& rsquo;t come.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But not with shame,& rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo; They would have olded with no oneto say
speak otherwise. And there would have been only suspicious minds instead of anger and
dismay.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t be so cruel. Look at Marleen. Her son needs help. | don& rsquo;t blame
Shnomri for not wanting to make a spectacle of hirsdf. [&rsquo;m not sure | wouldn& rsquo;t be hiding
out in abag if it happened to me. But think of Bobby. He& rsquo;s only seven years old. Childhood is
such avulnerable time.& rdquo;

Chirwl ducked his head. &ldquo;Y ou are correct. | am sdfish shameful. But what can be done for him?



Y ou cannot ungrow hair.& rdquo;

&ldquo; True,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo; There probably will be permanent dterationsin his system.

| & rsquo;m waiting to take an MRI s0 | can see the ends of hisbones. If this effect smulated puberty, he
may never grow again, so if we get him back to normal, he& rsquo;d still be only about four feet tal. The
course of growth hormoneinjections can only do so much.& rdquo;

&ldguo;But will the generative ones not be happy to have the offspring live?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Why aren& rsquo;t you spending much time with Shnomri?& rdquo; Shona countered.

&ldquo;Y our argue is good,& rdquo; Chirwl said, with the long whistle that served him for asigh.
&ldquo;l am satisfied to have Shnomri dive but that ottle misses hir lost youth, and | am only areminder
that thereiswrong. No one thinksto blame us for your diagnose, but it isin their thought of the aging is
with usdl the time.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou mean they associate us with finding out,& rdquo; Shonatrandated. & ldquo; That
can&rsguo;t be helped. Y ou have to stop fedling sorry. | need you. Shnomri needsyou. Y ou& rsquo;re
one of the most thorough and honest thinkers | know. We can analyze this problem, but you can& rsquo;t
do it if you& rsquo;re moping.& rdquo;

The ottle perked up. &Idquo;lsthisaphilosophica question?& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s logic,& rdquo; Shona said, taking her clipboard and going over to sit on the floor
beside him. Saffie, with a contented sigh, picked up her great, shaggy head and settled it on

Shona& rsquo;s knee. &ldquo;Now, picture this. We have a certain number of victims, some with worse
cases than others, in asingle attack, dating from severa months ago. What does this suggest to

you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;|f they were burning, some would be closer to thefire, and some farther away,& rdquo; Chirwl
sad.

&ldquo;Ooh, that& rsquo;s a good suggestion,& rdquo; Shona said, making anote on her pad. & ldquo;!
hadn& rsquo;t considered radiation. 1sotopes are used in certain surgeriesto dow or stop the growth of
cdls. Therewasthat old-time trestment of hyperthyroidism in which they injected radioactive iodineinto
the gland. Were the hormone-producing glands of these patients killed or dowed by asingle blip of
radiation?& rdquo; She tapped the stylus against her teeth. & Idquo;No. No, it couldn& rsquo;t be.
Exposure to that much radiation is debilitating, but the first symptoms every single person has mentioned
are euphoriaand energy. Stepped-up sex drive. Super strength. Hunger. Radiation wouldné& rsquo;t
simulate hormone production, it would hat it. Y et their bodies had stopped producing hormones normdal
to their age levels. Hmmm.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But an area effect isindicated,& rdquo; Chirwl said, perking up.

&ldquo;Yes, itis. That&rsquo;strue,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldguo;Marleen is coming later. Between the
three of us, maybe we can start to figure out where it came from.& rdquo;

&ldquo;ls anyone € se here?& rdquo; Marleen asked, poking her head through the door. Shona glanced
up from her clipboard and punched the command to save her data, entering it into memory. The sunlight
beyond the treetops had dimmed to aruddy glow.

&ldquo;No, it& rsquo;s safe,& rdquo; Shona said, standing up with her hand extended. & [dquo;No one
but Chirwl and me. Did you bring him?& rdquo;



Marleen dipped around the door frame with Bobby in her arms. The child was enveloped in abig,
dark-colored blanket with only hisface showing.

&ldquo;Hdlo, Bobby,& rdquo; Shonasaid, heping his mother put him on the examination table. Chirwl
climbed up on one of the counters so he could see what Shonawas doing. &Idquo;Do you remember
me? | met you about aweek ago. My name is Shona.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Ahhh.& rdquo;

The wrinkled mouth pursed in adistorted circle over gaping teeth. It was a smile. Shonafet her heart
wrench for this poor child and his parents. She pointed to the ottle, and the boy& rsquo;s eyes briefly
tracked the movement of her hand.

&ldquo;And that& rsquo;s Chirwl. Y ou know alot of ottles. Y ou& rsquo;re lucky. He& rsquo;sthe only
onel&rsquo;ve known dl my life. Aren& rsquo;t they nice?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Uh-huh.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Say hdlo to Chirwl, Bobby,& rdquo; Marleen said in ahusky voice.
&ldquo;Hi.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Hello, Bobby,& rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;How feding are you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not good,& rdquo; Bobby replied haltingly; then dow tears dripped out of his eyes and down his
furrowed cheeks. Shonareached behind her for atissue and handed it to Marleen. She wiped hisface
and then moved back a step, her own eyes moist. Saffie, across the room, whined and tapped her tail on
thefloor.

&ldquo;Wdll, let& rsquo;s look at you.& rdquo;

Bobby was pass ve throughout the examination, lifting hisarms or opening his mouth when ordered to do
30, but took no action on his own. Without coaxing, he held still during the magnetic image scanning. He
didn& rsquo;t seem to understand why he was there, or that Shonawas there to help him. Hiseyesfixed
briefly on her face with aflash of intelligence now and again, asif the tenant in hismind looked out of a
window, then turned away again. Marleen had tearsin her eyesdl of thetime, but never cried.
Occasiondly she& rsquo;d dab at her nose and the corners of her eyes.

&ldguo;Marleen, why don& rsquo;t you sit down?& rdquo; Shona said sympatheti-cally, gesturing
toward a chair as shelifted the child back onto the examination table. & ldquo;l can take care of him. He
doesn& rsquo;t weigh athing. Now, tell me, Bobby, what happened to you?& rdquo;

The child, staring into space, said nothing.

&1dquo;Oh, sweetheart,& rdquo; Marleen said. & ldquo; Talk to Dr. Shona. She& rsquo;s hereto help
you. Aren& rsquo;t you, Doctor?& rdquo;

Shona& rsquo;s heart twisted with pity. & ldquo;l sure am,& rdquo; she said, mustering a cheerful facefor
Bobby. &ldquo;Let& rsquo;s have alook at you, al right? Do you know what thisis? [t& rsquo;sa
stethoscope. | use this round end for painting circles on your body. Help me look for them. Oops, no,
you have to breathe deeply. Good. L ook, see the circle?& rdquo; She pointed to the small, round
indentation on the skin of his chest. Bobby glanced down and chuckled. & l[dquo;L et& rsquo;s make
another one. Where shall we put it?& rdquo; Bobby lifted his gnarled hand and pointed to his belly.
Marleen gave Shonaalook of deep gratitude.



Marleen had devoted herself to Shona from the day she arrived. No one before had suggested to
Governor Homethat there was areal problem that needed investigating, leaving her torn whether or not
to come forward about Bobby& rsquo;s condition. She had told Shonathat if there had been adecison
to do nothing, they& rsquo;d have had to leave Poxt, to avoid making the boy atarget of ridicule. Now
Marleen was so grateful for any hope of returning her son to norma, she promised to do whatever she
could to help.

Shonawished she could guarantee something, anything, but the mere sight of the child made her wish for
amiracle. How his parents managed to function normally and not go mad with worry and despair she
didn&rsquo;t know.

&ldguo;Hewas anormd child,& rdquo; Marleen said, twisting her hands anxioudy. & ldquo; Then one
day he became hyper. He& rsquo;d zoom around like aloose comet, and then eat everything in sight. He
came to me when he started to grow hair. | mean, there. He& rsquo;sjust alittle boy. That

shouldn& rsquo;t have happened. That& rsquo;s when | thought of progeria.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou wereright: he hasn& rsquo;t got progeria,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldgquo;His symptoms are
identica with those of everyone se 1& rsquo;ve taked to. Manic energy, followed by exhaustion, then
sgns of aging, more accelerated in some cases than others. With Bobby, it& rsquo;s easier to follow the
whole progression, since dl the other victims were aready through puberty. He& rsquo;s showing signs
of having produced adult-level testosterone; witness the beard and pattern hair loss, only to have the
hormone activity cease again, leaving him prematurely aged. Thereisnothing at al wrong with any of
these patients. They are each and every one of them absolutely normal, except for premature aging. |
have twenty-five-year-old women in menopause, showing sgns of osteoporosis. | have young men with
advanced arthritis. Other reactions aren& rsquo;t as extreme. Governor Home looks about ten years
older than he ought to and he& rsquo;s having attacks of rheumatism, though he& rsquo;s pretending it
isn&rsquo;t so bad. 1& rsgquo;ve given him anti-inflammatories, which he& rsquo;staking, he says, asa
favor to me. Some people have afew extragray hairs and awrinkle or two, and that isdl.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But where did it come from?& rdquo; Marleen looked woebegone. She had her hands clasped
on her knees. The knuckles were white with pressure.

&ldquo;That | don& rsquo;t know,& rdquo; Shona said. She paused. & ldquo; Do you know, you can
help me work that out to a certain extent, where the phenomenon began.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l can?& rdquo; Marleen exclaimed. &ldquo;| & rsquo;ll do anything.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Chirwl and | have been brainstorming an idea here. | have the records for everyone who was
affected, human and ottle. 1& rsquo;ve been asking them to recall as best they can where they were six to
eight months ago, when the symptoms started to gppear.& rdquo; She showed Marleen the rough map
she had drawn of the village and the surrounding area, including the ottle center-place, and little pieces of
clear plastic on which she had written names. &dquo;Can you put everyone on the map where they
live?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Why, certainly. How will this hdp?&rdquo;

&ldquo;If it formsalocdized pattern, then it might lead me to where this phenomenon began. | can
investigate a center point, and work outward. If it& rsquo;s not localized, 1& rsquo;ll have to guess
again.& rdquo; Shona coaxed Bobby into holding up hisfinger for ablood stick, while Marleen worked
dlently over the map.

&ldquo;Um,& rdquo; Marleen said, looking at ahandful of name counters. & ldquo;Some families have
swapped huts over the last few years. How far back should I go?& rdquo;



& ldquo; Sometime about eight months back. But let& rsquo;s ask Bobby,& rdquo; Shona said.
&ldquo; Thisisagame, Bobby,& rdquo; shetold the child. It was very difficult to meet the innocent,
frightened eyesin the wrinkled, foreshortened face. & Idquo;Y ou can help us. When you started feeling
like you could run around forever, where were you?& rdquo;

The boy& rsquo;s eyes were wide as he looked at the map and the piece with hisnameoniit.

&ldquo; School, maybe,& rdquo; he said, his voice quavering. & ldquo;Mr. Allen said sit down. |
couldn& rsquo;t! The other kidslaughed.& rdquo;

& ldquo;When was that, Bobby?& rdquo; Shona coaxed. & Idquo;Can you remember exactly
when?&rdquo; To her dismay, the child& rsquo;s eyes clouded and wandered away, and she
couldn& rsquo;t regain his attention. Marleen looked stricken. & ldquo;Wait, we& rsquo;re not out of
options yet. Did you get areport from the teacher that Bobby was acting up?& rdquo;

Marleen& rsquo;s brows went up. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;reright, | did. He e-mailed it to me because
Bobby refused to take a notecube. | think | can find the date. Wait! 1& rsquo;ll be back.& rdquo;
Seeming grateful for any activity that could help, Marleen bundled up her sonin hisblanket and carried
him out of thelab.

&ldgquo;Mama?& rdquo; Alex appeared in the doorway, scrubbing his eyeswith hisfist. Helooked so
normal, so adorable with his cheeks and lips soft and pink from deep, hislight brown hair touded, that
shefelt a desperate need to hold him at once.

Shona hurried to him and did to her knees on the smooth floor. She reached for Alex, taking theflexible
trangparent curtain with her, and enveloped him in her arms. & [dquo;Oh, my baby,& rdquo; she
murmured, over and over again, rocking him againgt her. Hiswarm weight reassured her. She cradled the
back of hishead in the pam of her hand, fingers playing with his hair. She was filled with compassion for
the other mother whose child had been robbed of his childhood. & dquo;How was your nap?& rdquo;
she asked, letting him step back so her hands were on his upper arms.

&ldquo;Good! & rdquo; Alex said, wiping hisnose on hisdeeve. &ldquo;C& rsquo;n | have cookies?
Pwease?& rdquo;

&Idquo;No cookies until dessert. Dinner first,& rdquo; Shonasaid, rising from her knees. &ldquo;Let me
suit up, and 1&rsquo;ll beinin aminute.& rdquo;

Shonasat in her whiteisolation suit with Alex curled on her Iap, rocking him quietly. Hewaslisening to
music from his Babytime Play Unit. The device was programmed with over ten thousand songs suitable
for youngsters at each level of development, but seemingly to bedevil her, Alex had taken afancy to one
song with amonotonous beat and asimplistic melody that he wanted to hear over and over and over
again. Not only was the tune boring, but so were the words. She had tried a hundred times to wean him
off the &dquo;L ove& rdquo; song, attempting to entice him with perkier tunes and more interesting
lyrics, but he always went back to & ldquo;Love.&rdquo; Perhapsits very smplicity appeded to the
infant mind, with its rhythm as uncomplicated and comforting as amother& rsquo;s heartbest.
Nevertheless, she would have liked to kick the long-dead composer in the shins. She wondered if

she& rsquo;d driven her own parents mad with the & ldquo;L ove& rdquo; song when she was atoddler.
She couldn& rsgquo;t remember.

&ldquo; &Isquo;Gain, Mama,& rdquo; Alex said, around histhumb.

&ldquo;All right, swestie,& rdquo; Shona said, Sghing, and touched Replay. Gently, she eased histhumb
out of hismouth and put asmal stuffed toy in his handsinstead. Tuning out the singer& rsquio;s thin tenor



voice, she concentrated on her research. The screen on her communication unit stepped silently through
theindividud filesasit collated factorsin common.

She had examined each tissue scraping for the destruct:repair ratio of cells. Among other things, al her
samples showed signs of oxidative stress. Such readings were perfectly norma for men and women ages
sixty to ninety, but completely off the chart for her patients, especialy a seven-year-old boy. The cells
had seemingly been stimulated wildly for ashort period of time, followed by prolonged physicd decline
that continued as she observed it.

Together she, Marleen, and Chirwl had mapped out the locations of the living quarters of each of the
victimsfor the period beginning six months before. Marleen confirmed the date by showing her the note
recorded by the primary schoolteacher. Frank Allen had aso called to say that Bobby had had an
unexcused absence aweek earlier. That placed the boy in the radius of the unknown effect, and away
from his untouched schoolmates.

& ldguo;Would there have been an ingtant effect when the& mdash;er& mdash; energy ray hit?& rdquo;
Shona asked, lacking anamefor her infective organism. & ldquo;What | am trying towork out is, did it
happen at night or during the day?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdl,& rdgquo; Marleen said, rearranging the pieces more dowly. &ldquo;Here& rsquo;swhere
everyoneworks. That hasn& rsquo;t changed in years. But the kids should have been in school ona
workday, so how was Bobby in theway of the energy ray?& rdquo;

&ldquo;He wasn& rsquo;t in schoal at the time, 1& rsquo;ll bet the farm,& rdquo; Shonasaid, pulling the
piece with Bobby& rsquo;s name on it into the middle. & ldquo;Look. If you move him closer to the
others, right in the heart of it near Shnomri, you get a perfect set of concentric rings. And Varral, who has
advanced about half again on his physical age, isin the second ring, and Governor Homeisin thethird,
with most everyone ese. What wasin the heart of that circle?& rdquo;

&ldquo;And where was the circle?& rdquo; Marleen asked, her brows drawn together around a deep
furrow. &ldquo;l mean, thisonly brushed the ottle village, and it didn& rsquo;t hit the scientists uphill, so it
had to be closer to the center of town.& rdquo; She did the counters down into the middle of the
settlement. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s more people there most of the time.& rdquio;

&ldquo; Thisisvery interesting,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldquo;But it ftill doesn& rsquo;t tell uswhat the
cause was. Y ou don& rsquo;t have unshielded sources of radiation anywhere near here.& rdquo;

& ldguo; Someone could have been transporting a power source,& rdquo; Marleen suggested hopefully.
&ldquo;And it opened up in trangt.& rdquio;

&ldquo; That would mean someone else was at ground-zero,& rdquo; Shona said, shaking her head.
&ldquo;No oneis as badly effected as Bobby and Shnomri. 1t& rsquo;s agood suggestion, though. At
this point | & rsquo;d consider any cause. Thisaging virusjust dropped into your midst, then vanished.
[t& rsquo;sthelittle germ that wasn& rsquo;t there.& rdquio;

But radiation | eft traces, and meteors | eft craters, or at least dust, and Shona had been able to find none
inany of the potential center points to the target. She had placed some of her mice in protected cages at
points here and there around the compound. Except for being teased by the tiny animas Home called
talls, the mice were unaffected by their surroundings. She rejected theidea of afood that Shnomri and
Bobby had eaten, and had only been sampled by others, because ottles had eaten the same foods for
millions of years, and dl comestibles for humans had been tested by the settlement& rsquo;s chemigts
before mass consumption was allowed. And export. Now there wasachilling thought.



She gtarted to explore the notion of an explosive fungus that had spread its spores, saturating certain
victims, with the others caught in the overlap of an area effect. And why not? Everyone here was dways
out of doors, running here and there on errands, or playing. Home wasright in saying they were a healthy
brood as arule. Shona had read the monthly rosters of teams on the outsde wall of the community hall
for baseball and soccer games. One sport she couldn& rsquo;t figure out was

& ldquo;steeplechasing,& rdquo; since there were no churches or steeples on Poxt at al.

Because of the emotional ties she had to this assignment, Shonafelt more pressure to succeed than ever
before. Poor Chirwl. He had been looking forward to coming home after hislong travels. He would have
been getting married by now, or whatever the ottle equivaent was of affirming a permanent relationship.
Someday he& rsquo;d be the father of little ottles, Shona hoped she& rsquo;d have a chance to see them,
wondering if they would grow up as quizzicd and humorous as her friend.

Another pressure was cabin fever. Normaly on any medical assgnment, particularly oneinvolving
environmental illness, which this one seemed to be, she& rsquo;d be dl over theloca area, looking at
scenery, meeting people, getting to know the planet. But with Alex having to be sequestered, she had to
stay with him unless she sedled him into an isolation suit, and he was beginning to chafe at having to suit
up for any little foray outside. He was cranky most of thetime. Certainly he could see the sunshine
beyond the door, knew they weren& rsquo;t on the ship, and wanted out. Saffie could go out, but Harry
was stuck ingde with Alex, because he wasn& rsquo;t immune as the dog was. Whatever side of the
door the cat was on was the wrong side. He spent at least part of every morning meowing. For the first
few daysit distracted Shona, and worried Alex, who thought the cat wasin genuine distress. It took
longer to reassure him that the cat was just being contrary than to wait out the length of Harry& rsquo;s
tirade. At night when she closed up the module and decontaminated the lab, the cat waited the bare
minimum for the air to clear and wasinto the other roomslike a shot. Shonawondered whether his
sensitive nose was necessary here. She didn& rsgquo;t know if she waslooking for an organic threat, or a
chemicd one. If it had been achemicd, it might have been avolatile one, and be long, long gone, out of
her reach to detect it, since there& rsquo;d been no new cases. But she didn& rsquo;t know. All of her
surmises needed to be checked, until one of them checked out.

Dr. Oktari came the next morning for her examination.

&ldquo;Oh, and there& rsquo;s your beautiful son,& rdquo; she said, smiling at Alex through the
trangparent curtain. &ldquo;Hi, honey.& rdquo; The toddler was leaning against the curtain, bobbing

back and forth on its elagtic folds. He waved at the dark-skinned woman, then went back to his mindless
activity, chanting quietly to himsdf and playing afinger game. Saffielay nose to nose with Harry through
the barrier.

&ldquo;He& rsquo;s watching me,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldquo;Dare | hope at this early age that one
day he might want to be a doctor, too?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t see why not,& rdquo; the chemist said, throwing back her head and laughing.
&ldquo;l had twins, aboy and agirl, and both of them went into the field of science& mdash;l hope
because they saw it was agood job to have, not just because | was doing it.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou must be proud.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, | am.&rdquo; She glanced over Shona& rsquo;s shoulder at her file onthe

clipboard& rsquo;s miniature screen. &ldquo;Oh, [ & rsquo;m bad. | haven& rsquo;t updated that in a
tree& rsquo;s age. 1& rsquo;m up to date on inoculations, | don& rsquo;t have any chemical habits apart
from an occasond drink, and | & rsquo;m fifty-five years old.& rdquo;



&ldquo;Permit meto say that you look it,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;And 1& rsquo;m so glad you
do.&rdquo;

The chemist nodded, pursing her lipsin alittle smile. & ldquo;1 & rsquo;ve seen what& rsquo;s been
happening to my friends and neighbors. 1& rsquo;m happy youé& rsquo;re here to help out. | don& rsquo;t
think 1&rsquo;ve got an ache or apain | didn&rsquo;t earn, soif there& rsquo;s anything | can do to
help, just nameit.&rdquo;

&ldquo;May | impose on you, Doctor?& rdquo; Shona asked, after just abrief hesitation.
&1dquo;Of course; and it& rsquo;s Chele.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Cal me Shona. | want to walk the settlement. 1& rsquo;ve been working on akind of theory, and
|&rsquo;d like to see the areafor mysdlf. Since | can&rsquo;t take Alex out with me, at least not for

very long& hellip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Say no more,& rdquo; Chele said with abroad smile. &ldquo;l would be delighted to stay with
him. Do you want me to wear a Suit?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll show you where they are in case he needs a change,& rdquo; Shona said.
&ldquo;Otherwise, if you read to him, or play finger games, he should be al right through the curtain. |
hope | won& rsquo;t be gone long. Shout out the door if you need me.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Take dl the time you need,& rdquo; Chele said. &Idquo;l haven& rsquo;t played with alittle one
in seasons.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you so much. Saffie, want to go for awak?& rdquo;
The dog was at her feet before she& rsquo;d finished the question.

Shona attached the dog& rsquo;s leash, packed amedical kit in her knapsack, and walked out into the
sunshine. The day was warm, but there was avery pleasant breeze carrying the delicious scents of
flowers and leaves, and the peaty aromaof damp bark. The wiry grassin the confines of the settlement
was clipped to afew centimetersin length, providing springy footing. Shonaenjoyed thelift in her step
that it gave her. Saffie, thrilled to be out in the sunshine, romped to the end of her lead and back again,
sniffing everything within reach. She yanked Shona uphill toward the center of thevillage.

8

In spite of the trouble Chlari had attempted to stir up over &ldquo;humans& rsquo; disease, & rdquio; it
appeared that ottles preferred to think for themsalves. Lifein the mixed colony was running normaly, or
as normally as could be expected. Ottles and humans sat and walked and talked together. Shona
recognized Varrd and Thio lying on alow rock, chatting with Leon Brom, one of the settlement& rsquo;s
nurses. The human had clusters of green herbs spread out, and seemed to be asking questions, which the
ottleswere answering animatedly. She waved to the little group. Others, going about their business,
greeted her pleasantly.

Although in most places that Shonawent within the settlement she was treated with friendliness, some of
the settlers disagreed with Home for having given her the assgnment; in their opinion the aging syndrome
was pure imagination. Others distrusted her because they& rsquo;d seen Susan& rsquo;s video on tri-dee.
Shonawished she could send Susan recordings of some of theincredible reactions her work had evoked
inviewers. In the meantime, that distrust made cooperation harder for Shonato get, since some of the
pooh-poohers were victims. In six months, they had aged the equivaent of ten to forty years, and yet



they till ignored the signs. Two of her patients were devel oping hypertension, one was beginning to
forget things, and severa had developed brittle bones, putting them at risk for compression fractures.

The most tragic thing she observed was a perceptible drawing away from the sufferers by those who
remained hedlthy. It wasn&rsquo;t ddliberate, Shonaknew. She held acouple of evening therapy
sessonsto discuss the psychological effect of being around patients with a chronic disease: avoidance,
fear of contagion, breakdowns in communication. Some settlers actualy came up to thank her later for
addressing their concerns, and to admit shamefacedly that they had been guilty of isolating friends and
relaives. The children had surprised Shonawith their outpouring of compassion for Bobby. He il
would not go out in public, but now he had one or two visitors every afternoon. The parents, naturaly,
were afraid their children would catch what he had, but the mgjority were sympathetic. Shonafelt that if
she accomplished nothing el s, at least she was hel ping the community stay wholeinstead of fragmenting
into the & Idquo;norma & rdquo; and & ldquo;abnormal.& rdquo;

The ottle village was just the opposite. Instead of treating the victims as pariahs, the unaffected ottles
interviewed their fellows, wringing from them every last detail of what it fet like to be aging, and
discussing it among themselves. Shona sat through afew of those sessions and found them exhausting,

but she learned alot about ottle philosophy and resilience. It sounded cold-blooded at first, but she had
had seven years of experience with the ottle need to know. And the academic aspect had no bearing on
the loving care provided to the sufferers. Asif Shonawere one of them, the healers were eager to discuss
with her what experimental steps had been taken to aleviate the aches and discomforts of their patients.
Shewasincluded in al stages, from the wildly theoretica suggestionsto the grimly practica trestments.
Even though Chlari had condemned the other humansfor hurting his people, he till welcomed Shona, as
did therest of hisclan. He didn& rsgquo;t blame her for what had befallen his ottle-in-law-to-be.

Her welcome very definitely did not extend to the LabCor compound. When she passed over the
imaginary boundary that separated them from the colony at large, all conversation stopped, and
cooperation was nonexistent. For agroup of scientists, they were remarkably stubborn about
acknowledging the evidence. She could document the decline of her patients, both human and ottle, and
she dtill got amused glances or open scorn. And she was sure they were behind the hum of rumor
suggesting that she had in some way been responsible for the misfortunes that had dogged her during her
work for the Corporation.

Shewas grateful their opinion was not widespread. Else-where, she got considerably more cooperation.
When she began her investigation in the community, she asked for cultures of every kind of foodstuff the
two groups ate in common, plus soil and plants from common ground. One thing she could say for the
colonigts: they were good at chemical analyss. Everything that grew wasfixed, labeled, and
cross-referenced with origina dides from the inception of the colony. Frustratingly, none of the current
didesdiffered from the early ones, so her vector wasn& rsquo;t in the food.

Chele Oktari, the parfumier, had done alot of the comparative work for her. She was adamned good
chemist who claimed she& rsquo;d gone into perfumes because she had an unusualy good nose and there
was better money in scent than in industrial chemigtry. The better to keep them in luxuries, Shonatold
hersdf. A little joke, because everyonein the Poxt colony lived fairly smply, with no more elaborate
parapherndiathan smdl entertainment/communication consoles, some with more speakers or screens
than others, but scarcely the conspicuous consumption she& rsquo;d seen in other prosperous
settlements. They spent their time in more socid pursuits.

Marleen had been keeping Shona up on the gossip in the main settlement, and Shonamade sure Marleen
took back full details of everything she was doing in her research. She didn& rsquo;t want the coloniststo
think she was holding anything back from them. In order to conduct any meaningful investigation she



needed their confidence, and she& rsquo;d just been too busy yet to socidize. It was agreet pity. Most
of the people here were expangive, intdligent individuas who were aware of the incredible privilege they
enjoyed, above d| others of their speciesin the galaxy.

How she envied the people who lived herel Colonieswith breathable atmosphere were dightly in the
minority, Earthlike planets were nearly unknown, and Poxt, with itsintelligent extraterrestrial population,
remained unique. The best things about this assgnment was that Shona had had a chance to get to know
more ottles, and that her separation from Chirwl wasindefinitely postponed.

High summer had dowly shifted into early autumn since they had arrived. A couple of days ago

she& rsquo;d sat with Alex, wearing hisiso-suit, at the edge of the crop field while the colonists had
harvested rows of potatoes and thousands of gourds and tomatoes. The soil was avolcanic loam, rich
but fine, and everything grew well iniit.

Theair smelled good. Aviansand small animals gathered seeds and crumbsin the compound, and retired
to safety in the thick bushesto chatter over their booty. Shonagrinned as atail scooped up anut asbig
asitswhole minute body, and scurried in aflurry of fur to a safe perch on atree branch above her head
to eat it. Such abeautiful, pastora place. She wished Gershom could be there to share it with her. With
fierce fingers she reached forward to scrub Saffie& rsquo;s back, and was rewarded with awhine of
pleasure. At least she had someone with her to enjoy Poxt.

It had been only fourteen days since Gershom left, and she missed him dreadfully. In the last three years
they hadn& rsquo;t been separated for longer than afew hours. She& rsquo;d found it difficult to deep
without him beside her. Again and again, she turned to tell him about something interesting, and he
wasn& rsgquo;t there. Was this what widowhood would be like? she wondered, then hastily put down
such ahorrid thought. Gershom was dl right. The Sbyl was on her way to Zedari, and he wasfine.
Shona just wished she could open up the comm board and send him a message. She was lonely. Her
eyesfilled, blurring the sunshine.

&ldquo;Y ou look so glum, Shona,& rdquo; avoice said. She glanced up.
&ldquo;Hédlo, Doln,& rdquo; she said, smiling. &ldquo;l wasjust thinking.& rdquo;
&1dquo;Oh. With tears? Are we al doomed?& rdquo; he asked with amocking grin.
&ldquo;No. Oh, no! It was persond, nothing to do with my assignment.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s anice way to put it, assignment & rdquo; Doln Hampton said. & ldquo;Much less
aarming than & Isquo;epidemic,& rsquo; or &1squo;plague.& rsquo; May | wak with you? Can | carry
your bag?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, thank you,& rdgquo; Shona said. & ldquo;l & rsquo;m just making my rounds.& rdquo;
&ldquo;lsn& rsquost it abeautiful day?& rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, yes. | wasjust thinking so,& rdquo; Shonasaid, tossing her head back to get afaceful of
sunshine. The perfumed breeze felt good. & ldquo;l do like it here, present & |squo;assgnment& rsquio;
excepted. Where are you going?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m free for awhile. 1& rsquo;ll tag dong with you. Hello, Saffie. How& rsquo;sthe girl,
eh? Comeon, girl!&rdquo;

He clapped his hands and beckoned to the dog. Saffie greeted him exuberantly, rearing onto her hind
legstolick at hisface. He laughed, reaching for her furry earswith both handsto give them agood



scratching. Sheran around him, threatening to tie up hislegsin the leash. Helegped over it and grabbed
her around the neck, pretending to wrestle. Saffie let out amock growl and mouthed hisarm. Delightedly
Shonawatched the man and dog play. Doln had been aregular visitor to the module. Unlike the rest of
the LabCor people, he was friendly. Although forbidden to talk about hiswork, he was knowledgeable
and forthcoming on any other subject. Shonafound him awitty, charming companion. Gershom would
like him, too, when he came back.

&ldquo;Wdl, some of us have to work,& rdquo; Shonasaid at last, shouldering her medica bag. Hearing
the tone of mock exasperation in her mistress& rsquo;s voice Saffie hedled at once. Doln, his cheeks
flushed from playing, came to walk on Shona& rsquo;s other side.

&ldquo;Sorry,&rdquo; he said, sharing agrin with her. & ldgquo;We were just having fun.& rdquo;

Shonaturned in at Governor Home& rsquo;s door. With asurprised glance a Shona& rsquo;s
companion, the administrator rose to greet them.

&ldquo;Afternoon, Shoshana. Hello, Hampshire. 1& rsquo;m feding fine,& rdquo; Home said, before
Shona could ask. & dquo;l don& rsquo;t need any of your potions or shots, So go see some sick people
and let me be.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l need to practice on hedthy oneslike you first,& rdquo; Shonasaid blithely. & ldquo; Thisway, if
you don& rsquo;t mind.& rdquo;

Leaving Saffie with Doln, she took Home into his deegping room and shut the door. Sheignored the
governor& rsquo;s protests, and tested the joints of hisright hand and arm with aminiature ultrasound.
The arthritic condition had worsened dightly. Over the course of two weeks, since Shona had started
checking, there& rsquo;d been abuildup of cacification consistent with anormal advance of
approximately six months, but less than half of it had accrued in the second week since she& rsquo;d
gtarted him on palliative therapy. In time she hoped to see actud reversal.

&ldquo;Areyou in pain? How much of the arthritis medicine have you got |eft?& rdquo; Shona asked,
entering the results on her clipboard to download later.

&ldguo;No, and plenty,& rdquo; Home said, rolling his deeve down again. & ldquo;What& rsquo;s
that?& rdquo; he asked, pointing to the pressure hypo Shona had taken from her bag.

&ldquo;Another dose of human growth hormone,& rdquo; Shona said, adjusting the dosage.

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;ve stopped growing,& rdquo; Home said mulishly, but he held still for theinjection.
&ldquo;Confound it, Sarah, 1& rsquo;m just an old man.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Shona,& rdquo; Shona corrected him automatically, meeting hiseyes. & ldquo; Thisisdowing
your symptoms, the same asit& rsquo;s doing for everyone ese. | till haven& rsquo;t figured out

what& rsquo;s causing the phenomenon, and | won& rsquo;t have everyone gdloping forward into their
hundreds while 1& rsquo;m limping dong behind in my research.& rdquo; She matched hisglare with one
of her own, and packed up her instruments.

&ldquo;Wdll, 1&rsquo;m il glad you& rsquo;re here,& rdquo; Home said. & ldquio;1t& rsquo;s good for
morae, anyhow, even if you& rsquo;re wasting my time.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thanks,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;Now 1&rsquo;ll go look for somereally sick
people.& rdquo;

With Hampton in tow, she dropped in on severa other patients, taking readings from them, and



dispensing trestment where necessary. Because she was not alone, she bypassed Marleen& rsquo;s
home. She thought she spotted a shadow move behind the window curtain. She tossed asmall waveto
Bobby, wondering if he& rsquo;d recognize her. He, too, had responded favorably to a course of
hormone therapy. A light fuzz of hair was growing in his bald patches, and his skin was starting to tighten
up, dthough so dowly the change was only perceptible to her computerized micrometers.

&ldquo;Wasthat your last patient?& rdquo; Hampton asked as they left Wyn Barri& rsquo;s office.
&ldguo;Would you care to come up to my hut for a drink?& rdquo;

&ldguo;One more stop, and then | have to go back to my module,& rdquo; Shona said with regret.
&ldquo;l & rsquo;ve got avolunteer baby-sitter, and | don& rsquo;t want to impose longer than | need
to.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, if I may continueto enjoy your company for that smal interval ,& rdquo; Doln said,
&ldquo;l & rsquo;d certainly like to.& rdquo; He followed her to the center of the village.

She handed him Saffie& rsquo;s leash and sighted up and down thelong ova of the compound. There
was the governor& rsquo;s hut, and up that way was Tony Coglio& rsquo;s craft workshop. The Oktaris
were out of it, o the radius of the circle couldn& rsquo;t reach asfar downhill astheir home.

&ldgquo;May | ask what you& rsquo;re doing?& rdquo; Hampton said.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;d rather not say at this moment,& rdquo; Shonareplied, alittle distractedly.
&ldquo;Because it may turn out to be asilly guess.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah.&rdquo; Doln threw himsdlf down into the short grass under the shaggy-barked treein the
middle of the common and hooked Saffie& rsquo;slead over the toe of his shoe. The dog walked back
and forth, sniffing a hisand Shona& rsquo;s feet, hands, and pant legsin between investigating interesting
smellsaround the tree.

Not wanting to air her theory to Hampton, Shonaleft the plastic map in her bag. Instead, she sighted on
her landmarks, and paced the distance between them to figure out the center of wherethe

& ldquo;bio-bomb& rdquo; or & ldquo;energy ray& rdquo; might have gone off. By using Bobby& rsquo;s
absence from school as the date, Shona had been able to guide the memories of her patients back to
where they had been most of Day X. Bobby and Shnomri could not remember specifically where they
had been, nor if they had been together at any time on that day. She got more information from her
second-tier group, but still there was no single obvious place she could pinpoint as ground zero for the
bio-bomb.

A couple of ottles stopped under the tree to speak to Hampton, and stayed to watch her. Shonafinaly
decided on her best choices, and reached into her bag for ahandful of sterile sample dishes. After dl this
time, because of rain, wind, and erosion, there was probably nothing left to find, but she needed to check
out every possibility. If these samplesal proved negative, she& rsquo;d just have to keep searching.

&ldquo;It must look asif 1& rsquo;ve gone crazy,& rdquo; Shonasaid, awry twist to her mouth, when
shereturned to clam Saffie,

&ldquo;Not at dl,& rdquo; Hampton said, rising and brushing leaves off his clothes. & Idquo;l1t& rsquo;s
good scientific procedure. Y ou forget, & rsquo;m in your line of business, too.& rdquo; Saffie rushed
over to lean heavily against her mistress& rsquo;s leg. Shona staggered.

&ldquo;l did forget,& rdquo; she said, catching the big dogé& rsquo;s head and fluffing its ears. &1dquo;l
know what you& rsquo;re working on is classified, but isit too nosy to ask what your speciaty



iS?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, no,&rdquo; Doln said, with alaugh. & Idquo;1 & rsquo;m abiologist. Purely
laboratory-bound. 1&rsquo;m no good at al with people. | couldn& rsquo;t do what you do. People
awayswant something from you: your attention, acurefor this or that imaginary alment, ego-stroking. |
don& rsguo;t have time for that.& rdquo;

Sheinterrupted him. &ldquo;Y ou don& rsquo;t think thisisimaginary, do you? Because | & rsquo;ve got
some very sck people who would tell you otherwise, and plenty of empirical observation. Just because |
don&rsguo;t have a cause . . .&rdquo;

Doln held up his handsin surrender. & ldgquo;Oh, no. Thisisn& rsquo;t areference to what you& rsquo;re
doing. Just why I&rsquo;m not in medica practice. [&rsquo;m just alonely ascetic.& rdquo; He grinned
down at her, aroguish twinklein hiseyes.

&ldquo;Uh-huh,& rdgquo; Shona said, with ady smilethat matched his. & ldquo;l doubt both those
claims, gar. | must get back now. It was nice of you to walk around with me.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Wait,& rdquo; Doln said, reaching out for her bag. He siwung it onto his shoulder. &ldquo;l
wanted to show you something special. Well, specia to me.&rdquo; He looked wistful for a moment.
&ldguo;Would you like to seeit?& rdquio;

&ldquo;How very mysterious of you,& rdquo; Shona said. She glanced down the hill toward her module,
estimating how close Alex wasto wanting a bottle or anap. & ldquo;Wdll, dl right. But | can& rsquo;t be
too long.& rdquo;

Making way on the narrow bank for Saffie, Hampton braced hislegs apart. As soon as the dog was
safely down with him among the reeds on the river& rsquo;s edge, the scientist held up his handsfor
Shona. Gingerly, shetook astep off the high bank. He caught her under the arms and guided her down
until her footing was Steady.

&ldquo;How could you have found this by accident?& rdquo; Shona asked, €lbowing thick brush away.
She looked around and cocked her head, listening. They were only afew hundred yards from the
extreme edge of the settlement, and yet there wasn& rsquo;t a sound to show they were on the same
planet with any other humans. The surprise of shrill birdcall right next to her ear made her jJump. Hampton
grinned down &t her.

&ldquo; Thisisn&rsquo;t the best part yet,& rdquo; he said. & ldquo;Follow me.&rdquo;

Shona had to step smartly to keep up with Doln, whose long-legged pace threatened to take him out of
sght among the leafy overhang. It wouldn& rsquo;t do to get lost down here. Hampton was the one who
knew the safe places where the bank woul dné& rsquo;t give way. She reached down nervoudly for Saffie,
who paced & her hip.

On her left, the broad river collected in little swirls and eddies, exotic lace made of athousand
irregularitiesin the sandy shore. Insects, twigs, leaves, and feathers decorated the patterns. It looked
unimaginably delicate. All the same, Shona respected the power of theriver, which only afew yards
farther out was sweeping whole branches away. She could see deek-backed ottles swvimming against the
swift current, coming up on the other side of theriver. On theright, the bank rose, veiled in pliant vines
and withies. Something small and black shot across her path dmost undernegth her feet. She jumped.
Saffie barked at the creature, and legped to follow it into its secret burrow under the boughs of a
willowlike tree. Shona grabbed the big dog& rsquo;s leash and pulled her backward. Her heels dug into
the St underfoot.



&ldquo;Whoa, Saffiel It might bite you.& rdquo;
The dog retreated, whining. Shona glanced up the bank.

&ldquo;Doln?& rdgquo; He was gone. Drat the man, abandoning her in muddy wilderness. Well, she
could follow hisfootprints. She glanced down at the path. Histrail was gone. Suddenly, a hand shot out
of the greenery to her right and seized her arm. Shona screamed.

&ldquo;1t&rsquo;sdl right! & rdquo; Doln said. His handsome face, grinning, followed the hand. Shona
gaped at him, then felt her heartbeat dow down to normal. & Ildquo;Herewe are. Comeonin.
Y ou& rsquo; |l find there& rsquo;s plenty of room for al of us.&rdquo;

He held up the swath of oser branches. Shona ducked to comein under hisarm. Saffie followed. Behind
Daln, the bank opened up into adark hole.

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s a cave,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She squinted, but couldné& rsquo;t see the back of the
narrow chamber. A tangle of skinny roots hung down from the ceiling and caught the light. She sniffed.
The dense smell of clay was sweet and earthy.

&ldquo;Uh-huh,&rdquo; Doln said. &ldquo;l often come down here when | absolutely have to get away
from people. For aholein the ground, it& rsquo;s rather homey.& rdquo; He sat down on along stone
and patted the place next to him. &ldquo;Join me.&rdquo;

Shonadid. Saffie remained beside the cave& rsquo;s entrance, sniffing, probably hoping that the small
black creature would make another gppearance. Shona started to ask a question, but Doln held up an
imperious hand, and she remained silent. In amoment she became aware of the rushing of theriver, filling
her ears with white sound. It was very soothing. She rlaxed her neck and let her head fall back. The
sound seemed to carry away all her worries about the ottles, her shaky finances, and

Verdadero& rsquo;s hired killerstrailing her around the galaxy. All that was here was peace.

&ldquo;Likeit?&rdquo;
She nodded. & Idquo;It& rsquo;s so tranquil, | can see why you want to come here to be a one.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l only share it with very specid people & rdquo; he said. &ldquo;Like you.& rdquo; He stopped,
smiled, and then Shonafet his hand gather in her hair at the back of her head. He leaned down and
kissed her.

She was S0 surprised, she drove both hands into his chest and shoved him off the rock. He sprawled
onto the mossy floor, and sat goggling up &t her.

&ldguo;What do you think you& rsquo;re doing?& rdquo; she demanded, standing over him with her fists
clenched at her sdes. Saffie, on guard for her mistress, was between the humansin amoment, growling
down at Hampton.

&ldquo;Wasit that bad?& rdquo; Doln asked, looking hurt.

&ldquo;Wdl,& rdquo; Shonasaid, pausing for haf asecond. It had not been unpleasant, far fromit, but
her outrage bubbled over at his pure gal. & dquo;Well, what& rsquo;s that got to do with it? What made
you think you could! 1& rsquo;m married. Happily married.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y our lipsare very inviting.& rdquo;
&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t recdl that they invited you.& rdquo;



Doln sighed, rubbing his chest with hisfingertips. & dquo;Monogamous. Y ou would be. Y ou&rsquo;re
ddightfully old-fashioned.& rdquo;

Just the way he said that made Shona& rsquo;s face burn. Resisting the urge to give him another shove,
shereplied coldly, & ldquo;Old-fashioned enough to want to go back right away. Thank you for showing
me your specid place.&rdquo; Blind with fury, she sumbled out into the sunshine with Saffie behind her.

9

That afternoon, Shonathrew hersdlf into her work. She decided she might aswell channel her anger at
Doln into something congtructive instead of sitting and steaming. How dare he kiss her like that? Had she
given him one microgramé& rsgquo;s reason to think she might welcome advances? No! What nerve! Just
because Gershom wasn& rsquo;t there, did shelook like an easy mark?

She dammed atest dideinto acarier, and jostled it until al of the didesjingled. It was bad enough that
Doln& rsquo;s co-workersignored her or talked behind her back, but to have the only friendly one
among them become too friendly was positively infuriating.

She stopped for amoment to take control of hersalf. No sense in breaking the equipment just because
shefdt alittle guilty. Doln had kissed her, and it felt nice, and she& rsquo;d enjoyed it, to her
embarrassment. Thereal truth was that she missed Gershom. Not only would his presence have
prevented this awkward situation, but he might have been able to use his famous tact to deal with
Doln& rsquo;s stony-faced comrades.

Congdering that they were scientists, she was getting remarkably little cooperation from them. Since
wheét little attention they paid her wasforced by Home, they would neither submit to physical
examinations nor lend her any of their own expertise. She understood their not extending her the use of
any of their equipment or supplies. They were engaged in contract work, whatever it was, and every pH
strip had to be accounted for, but the breath to give answers cost nothing. She couldné& rsquo;t get so
much as atimetable from them asto where they were on Day X, even though it was as much for the
benefit of their people asfor therest of the colony. They could bein danger, too, should the phenomenon
recur.

&ldquo;! suppose one of the reasons they aren& rsquio;t taking me serioudly is because | & rsquo;m not
quarantining myself,& rdquo; Shonasaid to Chirwl, who had appeared in her module with Wlato keep
her company.

&ldquo; Then why are you not?& rdquo; Chirwl asked reasonably.

Stonasighed. & ldquo;Because it makesit easier to talk to other people. They don&rsquo;t like having to
ghare intimate information with someonein aplastic mask. Besides, 1& rsquo;ve dready been exposed. It
wasn& rsgquo;t an easy decision, | cantell you that, but some whisper of ingtinct deep insde keepstelling
me there& rsquo;s nothing for meto worry about. Y et the other part, the one that worked for the
government, is nagging that 1& rsquo;m not doing my job properly, risking faling victim to the same
environmentd illness asthe others.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But when they confide, do they not breathe on you as well ?& rdquo; the ottle asked.

&ldquo;Wdll, yes, they do,& rdquo; Shonaadmitted. Suddenly concerned, she got up from her stool and
went to amirror on the wal to examine her face for wrinkles. Her reflection& rsquo;s cheeks reddened,
and she couldn& rsquo;t face her own eyes.

&ldquo; Thisis ridiculous,& rdquo; she said, turning away. & ldquo;l see no difference between theway |



look now and any other woman my age. 1& rsquo;ve shown none of the symptoms. Neither have you.
| & rsquo;ve tested us every day.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt would be well to be wise, and wise to be well,& rdgquo; Chirwl said.

Shona shook her head. &ldquo;l know that. I smply cannot make mysalf believeit. 1t& rsquo;s highly
unscientific and unprofessional of me. 1&rsquo;m concerned enough to keep Alex inisolation, but this
morning, when | thought of suiting up and staying that way, | balked.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What is hereis not the fault of ottles and humans be together, isit?& rdquo; Wla asked with
concern.

&ldquo;Not at all,& rdquo; Shonareassured her. & ldquo;Chlari must have been talking to you
again.&rdquo;

&ldquo;ltis so,& rdquo; Chirwl admitted, ducking his head.
&ldquo; That ottle does not give up atheory with ease,& rdquo; Wlasaid, tittering.

& ldquo;Each night the harangue begins anew,& rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;l must defend, as| believe,
but he has many on his sde who are angry and frightened. He is not | etting ottles from other
center-places come here, because the humans might infect al heart-trees on the world.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wel, you tell him that | had Governor Home message to Alien Relationsfor the addresses of all
the other ottle hosts. Y ou& rsquo;ll see. When he asks them, they& rsquo;ll send back that
they& rsquo;ve never had any problems except for having their ears talked off.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ours remain attached,& rdquo; Chirwl said. &Idquo;Y et Chlari will argue then that it isthese
humans here who are a danger.& rdquo;

Shona sighed. & ldquo; That& rsquo;s what Gershom is supposed to be finding out for me. & rsquo;d like
to make peace with Chlari. The GG is so sendtive to your people& rsquo;s concernsthat if asniff of this
got out, | wouldn& rsquo;t have a chance to finish my investigation.& rdquo;

&1dquo; Y ou cannot convince him except to make Shnomri and the others young again and stop the
threat,& rdquo; Chirwl said reasonably. & ldquo;l will make atheory that al can be made well, based
upon your wisefor determining hedth faults before, and he must mull that over. It will give you some
time. Not al ottles agree with him. Many are ligening to me and to Wla. Thio dso likesyou
greatly.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you, Chirwl,& rdquo; Shona said. &1dquo; Then the best thing for meto doistofind a
way to make Shnomri young again, if it&rsquo;s possible.& rdquo;

The soil samples had come up negative. None contained anything out of the ordinary: no bio-organisms,
no heavy minerals, no traces of radiation. Shona had aready been trying the rabbits on locd food. So far
the colonists& rsquo; instincts and research had been sound: Moonbeam and Marigold munched their
way contentedly through offerings of vegetables, fruit, grain, and particularly the nuts, without ill effect.
She& rsquo;d dmost been tempted to supplement her own dull diet with some of the things they indicated
were safe, but caution stepped in to prevent her. She hated to give up such agood theory asthe
bio-bomb, but she was frustrated. There was a pattern of increasing symptoms pointing toward an
imaginary, temporary center. All shelacked was proof.

&ldquo;Aargh,& rdquo; Shonasaid, pounding her hands on the table. Saffie looked up at her mistress
and whined. Alex, behind the curtain, laughed. Shonamade faces at him, which he mimicked gleefully.



&ldquo;l need to do a more widespread search,& rdquo; she told Chirwl while playing peek-a-boo with
her son. & ldquo;Maybe my Level Onesand Level Twos wandered through something in between the
two settlements.& rdquo;

&ldquo;How will you check that?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

&ldquo;l&rsquo;ll call out another member of my anima team.& rdquo; She looked speculatively at
Harry, who was lying in the doorway of the bedchamber. &ldquo;l & rsquo;ve been considering whether
it might have been exposure to atoxic chemica. Harry can sniff around, and 1& rsquo;ll sample whatever
he pinpoints. My tests haven& rsquo;t been dl-inclusive; they can& rsquo;t bein an unlimited
environment. He& rsquo;s a better indicator than running one chemical andyss after another on the same
blob of dirt.& rdquo;

The cat played dead the moment Shona buckled him into hiswalking harness, and lay passive until Shona
turned her back. The moment she took her hands off him to put Alex into hisisolation suit, Harry took off
like afox-colored rocket, zipping up and down counters, chairs, tables, trailing his leash through the
racks of glass tubes and delicate machinery. Fearing broken glass and the loss of al her samples, Shona
was afraid to grab him, lest the leash catch in the equipment. Chirwl and Wlasprang after Harry, cdling
softly. With admirably quick reflexes the nurturing ottle headed the cat off on top of the examination table
and clasped the back of his harness with her smdl paws. Harry folded his ears down against his head and
let out amournful howl. Chirwl, right behind Wla, gathered up the leash before it pulled the microscope
over.

Shonagot Alex into his suit and put him in her backpack carrier. & ldquo; Take Harry outside,& rdquo;
sheingructed the ottles. & Idquo;Y ou& rsquo;d think he hasn& rsquo;t been nagging meto let him out for
weeks. Cats! & rdquo;

Alex was ddighted to be outside, even to the point of forgetting to protest his plastic mask and suit. He
crowed and kicked at his mother& rsquo;s back. Shona reached around with one hand to catch hisfoot
before it impacted with her kidneys again. As Shona had feared, Harry showed no interest in any of her
putative ground-zeroes, so sheled him on agenerd tour of the compound, and up and through the
pathways leading in between the two species& rsquo; settlements. Saffie, dready accustomed to acertain
degree of freedom, loped behind Shona aongside the two ottles. Chirwl introduced the dog al around as
if shewere averitable person. Smaler ottles, children, rode the dog around the center-place until she sat
down or shook them off.

&ldquo;l fed like awaking zoo,& rdquo; she said to Chirwl. &Idquo;l want to check my mice. Will you
take Harry down to the garden walk toward the governor& rsquo;s house? That& rsquo;s one of the
areas both species make use of the most.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l shdl do,&rdquo; Chirwl said, reaching up for the leash. & ldquo;Y ou ought should let him run.
Hewill sniff out clueshisown sef for you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t want him loose,& rdquo; Shona said, wriggling the loop off her wrist. & ldquo;He
might go any& mdash; & rdquo;

Harry, seeing his opportunity, wriggled loose from his harness, and shot across the green. Saffie broke
away in pursuit, followed by the ottles. Shonaran after them, shouting. Alex shrieked with glee.

Harry scampered into the colony compound, streaked across the grass, and bolted up atree. The dog
stood at the bottom, barking, while Chirwl clambered up after the cat. Both of them appeared amoment
later on alow limb. Harry jumped down, looking very pleased with himsdf. He had amouthful of fur.



& ldquo;What& rsquo;s that?& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;Drop it!'&rdquo; The cat paid no attention.
Chirwl headed him off and pried open the cat& rsquo;sjaw. He handed Harry& rsquo;s booty up to
Shona

&ldquo;Why, it& rsquo;s nothing but fur& rdquo; she said, turning it over and over.

&ldquo;Chasing histail, eh? That& rsquo;s atail & rsquo;stail & rdquo; Mr. Oktari said, coming up.
&ldguo;Afternoon, Shona. Hi, son.& rdquo; Alex gurgled at him through the iso-suit mask. The old man
bent down to pet Harry. & ldquo;Nice cat. We don& rsquo;t have too many pets here. Too many
predators. If we want furry companions, there& rsquo;s dways ottles. Much more intelligent than
cats.&rdquo;

&ldquo;So we are, & rdquo; Chirwl agreed blithely.

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m wondering if Harry& rsquo;s not more trouble than he& rsquo;s worth,& rdquo;
Shona said, gathering him up. With her handsfull, she couldn& rsquo;t put his harness back on. He
squirmed, threatening to kick loose. Because of Alex& rsquo;sweight on her back, she knelt with
difficulty to stuff the cat between the straps Chirwl offered. The ottleslet Harry play out hisleash, then
followed him on an exploration of the nearby bushes. Saffie trailed behind, sniffing and whining happily.

&ldquo;Well, can | help you?&rdquo; Mr. Oktari asked.

Shona glanced up, then noticed Doln Hampton stumping down the hill toward them. There was no way
to beat a hasty retreet, so she gppedled to the nutritionist.

&ldquo;Y es. Stay herejust amoment with me, will you?&rdquo; Mr. Oktari turned his head and saw
Hampton approaching.

&ldquo;Sure | will, honey,& rdquo; he said, kindly, and ddliberately turned his back toward Hampton.
&ldquo;Y ou dready have as much asyou can handle. Tell me, did you put those little micein abox on
our eaves? They& rsquo;ve been rustling up astorm, and | get a shower of shredded paper on me
whenever | go outside.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry about that,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &1dquo;l put them in what | hoped were
strategic locations around the settlement. If they& rsquo;re abother& hellip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not abit. What do you mean them to do? Catch the germsin their teeth?& rdquio;

&ldguo;Oh, something like that. Have you ever heard of Harvard cancer mice? They were specificaly
bred in the twentieth century to be susceptible to cancer. Ordinary mice are over thirty times more prone
to cancer than humans. The new breed was twice as likely to becomeill. Since most cancers were cured
inthe last century, the vulnerability of this strain has been expanded to include other contagiousillnesses.
They catch dmost anything that& rsquo;s going around, providing mewith an easly studied subject. If
there& rsquo;s anything catching, they&rsquo;ll catchiit. Privately, | hope the vector isn& rsquo;t airborne.
My mice doné& rsquo;t have much persondity, but 1& rsquo;m asfond of them as of therest of my

pets.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s nice of you,& rdquo; Mr. Oktari said. & ldquo;How about the kitty?& rdquo;

Shona grinned. & dquo;He hates being caled & |squo;kitty.& rsquo; He thinks it& rsquo;s benesth his
dignity. Heignores the mice, mostly.& rdquo;

&ldguo;How are you today, Shona?& rdquo; Doln Hampton had come up beside her, smiling politely.



&1dquo;Oh, hdlo,& rdquo; Shonasaid coally, standing up. She wished for once that she was very tall, so
she could look down from a height onto his supercilious face. He must have caught her thoughtsin her
expression, for he dropped his gaze to her feet.

&ldquo;Shona, | came down to gpologize. | am so sorry. Y ou& rsquo;re a beautiful woman, and& hellip;
the moment just took me.& rdquo; Oktari looked interested, but he remained silent, for which Shona
blessed him.

&ldguo; The moment? Aren& rsguo;t you atrifle too civilized to fall back on pre-cephalic
techniques?& rdquo; Shonaasked acidly.

&ldquo;l abase mysdlf.& rdquo; Doln dropped to his kneein the center of the common and held out
beseeching hands. Oktari stared. &ldquo;l plead stress, Supidity, cupidity, or whatever of athousand
offenseswill get you to forgive me. 1&rsquo;ll do anything to make it up. Will you forgive me?& rdquo;
He clasped his hands and shook them. Sheignored it. He shook them again, hisface innocent and
hopeful. Shonafelt her jaw threaten to drop. She wouldné& rsquo;t have guessed that someone as
outwardly dignified as Hampton had so much clown in him. & ldquo;Please?& rdquo;

Helooked so ridiculous, Shonalaughed in spite of hersdf. & ldquo;Oh, al right. No harm done. Please
get up.&rdquo;

&ldquo;lsit al right?& rdquo; Oktari asked.

&ldquo;Y es,& rdquo; she said, squeezing the older man& rsquo;s fingers gratefully. & ldquo; Thank you so
much for staying with me.& rdquo; He grinned at her and went back to his hut.

& ldquo;Friends again?& rdquo; Doln asked, when Oktari had gone.

&ldquo;Certainly,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She put out her hand and he shook it. & ldquo;In fact, you can
do something for me.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Nameit.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Explain stegplechasing. | saw the lists on the side of the community hal, but there are no
steeples, let done churches, anywherein this settlement.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, that! & rdquo; He brokeinto laughter. &1dquo;Y es, it sounds odd, doesn& rsquo;t it?
[t& rsquo;sasport, dl our own invention. Pure immigrant-Poxtian. Watching the ottles getting around
suggested it to us.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But what isit?& rdquo;

He guided Shonato the edge of the settlement and pointed up. & Idgquo; Do you see how the branches of
the heart-trees almost touch at the tips?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Hi'!& rdquo; Alex announced, gazing up at the tree limbs.

From beow, the brancheslooked like black lace, but Shonanodded. She could see ottles the size of her
fingertip moving around on them.

&ldquo;Wdll, they& rsquo;re dmost exactly at the same level planetwide. This speciesof treehasa
terminal height of five hundred feet, so the branches begin to intersect at about two hundred fifty and go
up to four. The ottles use them as anetwork. They can get amost anywhere without coming down, which
iswhy their system of direction is expressed in how many trees, figured from a given gap in the canopy.



We climb up and run from tree to tree to cover acertain distance. Y ou can go in any direction you like to
reach the goa, usudly aflag or aring. There are some favored routes, more or |ess dangerous than
others. Y ou can climb easily between some of the trees, but in others you have to jump. 1t& rsquo;sa
long way down if you miss.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re dl mad! & rdquo; Shonasaid, picturing him dashing from branch to branch likea
squirrdl. &1dquo;Y ou doné& rsquo;t want to live forever, do you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Who says | don& rsquo;t?& rdquo; He grinned. & 1dquo; |t is asport for younger folk, that isto
say, the more stupid of us, especidly if you have long legsand agood grip. | loveit. You get an adrendin
rush like nothing else. Maybe you& rsquo;ll see amatch while you& rsquo;re here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ll need me to set the broken bones! & rdquo; Shona exclaimed.

&ldquo;Ah, no, it& rsquo;s safer than it seems. Those branches are much thicker than they 1ook.
Isn& rsquo;t it true, friend?& rdquo; he asked Chirwl, who loped up with Harry on hisleash.

&ldquo;From adistance dl looks thinner,& rdquo; Chirwl said. &ldquo;l have not seen steeplechasing,
for it must have developed while | am away. | recdl humans following ottles through the treetops, but
very dowly.&rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s more my speed,& rdquo; Shonasaid fedingly.
&ldquo; Y ou& rsquo;d be surprised.& rdquo; Hampton grinned.
&ldquo;l surewould. 1& rsquo;m not wild about heights.& rdquio;

He cocked his head at her. &ldquo;l was going to ask you to be on my team. Oh, well. How isyour
research going?& rdquo;

&ldquo;! il have nothing. 1& rsquo;ve spun down samplesfor viruses, and found nothing out of the
ordinary. | haven&rsquo;t detected any significant amounts of key proteins. There are no redly unusud
bacteriaanywhere, nor parasitical organisms, especialy not onesthat pick on some people and not on
others. 1&rsquo;m il looking, but I have no ideawhereto look next. 1& rsquo;ve really got to think. It
would seem asif Poxt redly isthe paradise the origind discoverersthought it to be. Humans can live here
asnaturally asthey once could on Earth, with only low-to-average risk.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s exactly what we thought,& rdquo; Hampton said with asmile,
&ldquo;Have you got any suggestions where to go next?& rdquo; Shona asked.
&ldquo;| & rsquo;m sony. My brains are not for hire.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am not trying to hire you. 1&rsquo;m trying to hel p this colony, the onein which you
live,& rdquo; Shonasaid with some asperity.

&ldquo;l know,& rdquo; Hampton said gpologetically. & ldquo;But you see, 1& rsquo;ve aready pledged
my expertise to LabCor. My contract says | can&rsquo;t free-lance.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh. Oh, well. | do have another favor to ask you,& rdquo; Shona said.
&ldquo;Anything. What?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Escort meinto your compound. | want to see how Larch isdoing. 1&rsquo;m so thoroughly
snooted whenever | go in there by mysdf, | have to go home and check the mirror to make certain | ill



exig.&rdquo;
Hampton smiled. &Idquo;Of course. That |&rsquo;d be happy to do.& rdquo;

Shona couldn& rsquo;t suppress aswagger as she waked into the circle of huts beside Hampton. She
had the satisfaction of seeing the usualy remote expressions of the LabCor scientists change to dismay
when they noticed her companion. Hampton hailed atal dark man he called Liond.

& ldquo;Where& rsquo;s Larch?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Up there, & rdquo; Liond said, pointing into the thick bushes above the compound. He shot a
suspicious glance at Shona. Hampton patted her on the hand.

&ldquo; & rsquo;ll let you see your patient by yourself. | & rsquo;ve got some work to do for that onerous
contract | mentioned.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you, Doln,& rdquo; Shona said. With the medica bag banging on her backside, she
climbed the steep path.

Inasmall clearing, the elderly woman sat dl by hersalf on alow canvas seat before apatch of tall weeds.
By her complexion, Shona guessed that Larch had recovered entirely from her bee-sting and was back
to the smple work of picking herbs. She was glad to see that the LabCor people allowed their subjects
to have the dignity of work, no matter how feeble or disassociated they were.

As Shonawatched, she could tell that the old woman was having trouble concentrating on what she was
doing. Larch went back again and again to examine sprigs of herbsin her basket, comparing them with
the live specimens growing in her patch to make certain she hadn& rsquo;t picked the wrong ones. It was
heartbreaking to see.

&ldguo;How are you?& rdquo; Shona asked cheerfully, coming up to knedl beside Larch.
&ldquo;Go & Isquo;way,& rdquo; the old woman said, after one glance at her.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s a beautiful day. How long have you been here on Poxt, Ms. Larch? Do you likeit?
How did Dr. Volk find you?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Find me?& rdquo; Larch asked increduloudly. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m abotanist. Damned good.
Love plants. Hate insects. They hate me. Find me?& rdquo; she spat.

&ldquo;Who hates you?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Insects! Bugs! Y ou damned stupid?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, | can see why you think insects hate you. Stings are cumulative to those dlergic to insect
toxins.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Don& rsquo;t havetatell me that, you snip,& rdquo; Larch said offensively. & ldquo;Damn kid,
with your kid.&rdquo; Suddenly her face contorted, and she put a hand to her upper arm. Shona sprang

up.

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s wrong? What hurts you?& rdquo; Shonareached out a hand for her wrist, and
Larch dapped it away.

&ldquo;Go & lsquo;way,& rdquo; Larch said again, her lipstight. &ldquo;Go. You givemea
headache.& rdquo;



&ldquo;What& rsquo;swrong? Can | help?&rdquo;
&ldquo;No. Go &Isquo;way.& rdquo;

Very reluctantly, Shona backed away, then dashed down the hill. She stuck her head into one hut after
another until she found Hampton.

&ldquo;Larch seemsto be in some distress. She doesn& rsquo;t want me, but someone should go to her
right now. She might be having a heart attack.& rdquo;

Hampton sprang up from his bench. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll go. Thank you, Shona. 1& rsquo;ll seeto her.
Y ou go home now, al right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Areyou sure | can& rsquo;t help?& rdquo;

Hampton was gathering up an emergency kit. & ldquo;No, thank you. We& rsquo;ve got everything she
needs right here. Better take your son home.& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;strue what | told Doln,& rdquo; Shona said to Chirwl that evening after she had put
Alex to bed. &ldquo;! still have absolutely nothing. That leads me to take astep | would have done
anything to avoid.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What step?& rdquio;

&ldquo; Saffie.& rdquo; Hearing her name, the big black dog tapped across the white floor and laid her
head on her mistress& rsquo;s knee. Shonaruffled the dog& rsquo;s fur. & Idquo;For thefirst timein my
career |&rsquo;m not certain what will happen if | inject her with abiologica specimen. Normally she
would throw off any ill effectsin amatter of minutes or hours, no matter what it is. She& rsquo;simmune
to every disease known to humankind, nearly every type of chemica poisoning, but old age? Everything
issubject to old age. 1& hellip;& rdquo; Shefelt tears starting at the back of her throat, and swallowed.
&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll have ahard time handling it if Saffie becomes old like everyone else, and& mdash;and
dies, and | can&rsquo;t help her.& rdquo;

Chirwl jumped up on the chair beside her and put his bewhiskered muzzle very closeto her face.

&ldquo;Y ou have said it isyour job to do what is necessary to help. 1 know my friend Saffie feedlsas
helpful asyou. Trust her to do what isright dso. | am sure the unusua metabolism of herswill
manage.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know. At least, | hope I know.& rdquo;

Very reuctantly, Shona prepared the sample. Asif she knew what was coming, Saffie leaned her big
body againgt her mistress& rsquo;sleg. With alook of infinite trust, she waited for Shonato apply the
pressure hypo to her back.

&ldquo;Now,& rdquo; Shonasaid, with adeep sigh, & ldquo;we wait and see.& rdquo; She hugged the
dog, who tapped her great plume of atail on thefloor.

Hampton appeared in the doorway. His handsome face contained deep lines she hadn& rsquo;t noticed
before, and his cheeks were hollow.

&ldquo;l wonder if you have adrink somewhere?& rdquo; he said, hisvoice very hoarse.
&ldquo;Alcohol would be preferred.& rdquo;



&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;Not a drop. We traded the last case for a
tune-up. Can | help?&rdquo;

&ldquo;No. Not redlly. Larch died. She had adevastating heart attack. Y ou were right. The coronary
came on not long after | went to her. | can&rsquo;t believe it. She was& hellip; so old.& rdquo; He sat
down at Shona& rsquo;s table and put his head between his hands.

Shonawatched him for awhile. He didn& rsquo;t cry, but occasiondly would fetch asigh fromdegpin
hisbelly. Shonaknew it was hard to lose apatient. As a scientist without amedica practice, it must be
harder for Hampton to encompass the redlity of life and death of actual human beings. Chirwl loped over
to the grieving man and sat up to speak. Shona mouthed & |dquo;No,& rdquo; and shook her head. After
afew moments she went to her pantry cabinet and made Hampton a cup of herb tea. She returned and
st the cup down smartly before him.

&ldquo;Drink this.& rdquo; Obediently he took amouthful, and sputtered.
&ldquo;Whaté& rsquo;sin it?& rdquo; he gasped, but he took another sip.
&ldquo;Peppermint and ginger. Good for what als you.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou don& rsquo;t mess around, do you? Or do you?&rdquo; He smiled at her with a
Speculaive gleamin hiseyes.

&ldquo;Let& rsquo;s not sart that again,& rdquo; Shona said patiently. Hampton nodded apol ogetically.

&ldguo;No. We woné& rsquo;t. Y ou& rsquo;re avery comforting person, Shona Taylor. You
care.& rdquo; Hampton emptied his cup and rose. & Idquo; Thank you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l nearly broke down back there,& rdquo; Hampton said, setling wesarily into achair in Missa
Volk&rsquo;s hut. &Idquo; To think of one of usbeing thefirst to die. Of old age! At least the
ephemeras expect death.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Do | hear you losing your grip, Doln?&rdquo; Lionel Morganstern asked silkily. & ldquo;Or
does associating with the short-lifers rub off after awhile? How you could think of bedding that femae! It
would be like kissing a corpse.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Shut up, Lione. Unless you& rsquo;re planning to give me advice from your own experience of
necrophilia?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Are you pretending you& rsquo;re not afraid you& rsquo;l | be next? Aren& rsquo;t you
wondering where you were when the nanomites& rsquo; lid blew off?& rdquo; Morganstern asked. His
expression dangerous, Hampton pressed in to within a handspan of the other man& rsquo;s chest, until
Volk feared he would push him to the wall.

&ldquo;No and no,& rdquo; Hampton said, hisvoice low, like the growl of atiger. &ldquo;l&rsquo;m
not pretending or wondering. And 1& rsquo;m not playing games with you, ether. Shut up, or [&rsquo;ll
end your worries about what it& rsquo;ll belike to die.& rdquo; He snapped hisfingers under
Morganstern& rsquo;s nose. Morganstern flinched away, and Hampton& rsquo;s eyes narrowed in
satifaction.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s enough,& rdquo; Volk said, raising ahand. Her fingers trembled. She lowered her
arm hadtily and gripped the chair arm to hide the trembling. She no longer knew whether it was from
stress or from the progression of her condition. &ldquo;Everyoneis under pressure. 1& rsquo;ve been
forced to alow sedatives and mood-enhancers to supplement daily meditation, and | do not like



dispensing drugs. We can& rsquo;t risk a breakdown in our own camp. There& rsquo;d be aflood of
confession to the authorities, and | for one don& rsquo;t want the humiliation. Liond, don& rsquo;t indulge
your agitation. It will only build on itsaf and do harm to your circulatory system. Doln, you had intended
to monitor Taylor so we could keep up with her research. What is she doing now?& rdquo; Hampton
backed away from Morganstern and visibly composed himsdlf.

&ldquo;So far, she& rsquo;s made chemica analyses of soil, food, air, and living tissue, and found
nothing at all, of course. She& rsquo;s investigating every avenue that occursto her. She hasn& rsquo;t
made avisua survey of genes, which isall that& rsquo;s saving us so far. And she hasagood brain, so |
doné&rsquo;t think it will be long before she eventudly stumbles onto the truth. Arewe closeto
counteracting the nanomites& rsquio; effect, or even turning them off?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Morganstern admitted. & ldquo;We programmed them too well. They dow down
for atime, but they keep going. Clegg has made a computer model that responds to within ninety-eight
percent of the origina. Any technique that is assured of killing the nanomiteswould aso kill the hogt, and
time donewill do that.& rdquo;

Volk&rsquo;s eyes did to Hampton. He shook his head.

&ldquo; Taylor will havefigured out where her &1squo;bio-bombé& rsquo; came

from& mdash;that& rsquo;s what she calsit& mdash;by then,& rdquo; Hampton said.

&ldquo; She& rsquo;s too smart, too tenacious a researcher, and she cares about the people who have
been affected by our little accident. 1t& rsquo;s only amatter of time before she gets onto the right track.
My money& rsquo;s on her rather than Lionel and his bug-extermination squad. She& rsquo;s ahazard to
our security.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Admitting your attraction to a mayfly?& rdquo; Morganstern sneered.

&ldquo;l admire her,& rdquo; Hampton said frankly. & Idquo;She& rsquo;d have made a good colleague
in Forever& mdash;if only she wasn& rsquo;t fixated on that life-shortening monogamy. What can we do
about her? What should we do?& rdquio;

&ldquo;L et LabCor make the decision,& rdquo; Morganstern said. & ldquo; It isn& rsquo;t our fault if
wes rsquo;re being spied upon, only if we alow information to dip out of our hands.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sure they won& rsquo;t seeit that way, Liond & rdquo; Volk said, wondering if he
was as naive as he sounded, or smply wishing out loud. &ldquo;! received a message today from
LabCor asking if the project has been compromised. Y ou two are my closest advisers, and | trust your
judgment. Hasit?& rdquo;

&ldguo;No! & rdquo; Morganstern said emphaticaly.

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Hampton agreed. &ldquo;Not yet. But | don& rsquo;t think it& rsquo;ll be long
beforeit will be. Tell them that. If Shona Taylor doesn& rsquo;t figure out what we& rsquo;ve done,
pretty soon we& rsquo;ll be unable to conced our own symptoms, and then even Governor Home will
guesswe& rsquo;re to blame. What happens when someone el se dies? And Dennison is still trying to get
out. He dipped loose again last night. Faraoud only just caught him before he rolled down the hill. We
need to get in firgt with the solution, which means speeding up our own research.& rdquio;

&ldquo; It can& rsquo;t be done, dammit. We& rsquo;re at a standstill. What did LabCor say?& rdquo;
Morganstern asked.

&ldquo; They& rsquo;ve asked if steps should be taken to stop Taylor,&rdquo; Volk replied, watching



the men& rsquo;s faces for reactions. & ldquo; They might be& hellip; extreme.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Only extremeif necessary,& rdquo; Hampton said, turning his deep-set eyesfully upon Valk.
Theintengty of his stare made her uneasy. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s possible LabCor might chooseto pick
Taylor&rsquo;s brainsfor our research. She might have someinnovative idess. Y ou could suggest
it.&rdquo;

Voalk hesitated. & dquo;All right. Although | don& rsquo;t want to lead them to the conclusion that
she& rsquo;swithin range of the truth.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Besides, how could she necessarily trace the nanomites back to us?& rdquo; Morganstern
asked. &dquo; They& rsquo;re not monogrammed, Doln.& rdquo;

&ldquo; She& rsquo;d have to be stupid not to trace them back to us,& rdquo; Hampton said.
&ldguo;And believe me, she& rsquo;s not stupid. Occamé& rsquo;s Razor, Lione: the smplest solution is
amogt dwaysthe correct one. Item: ageneticaly engineered molecule-sized organism. Item: anearby
scientific community reputedly working on something having to do with geronotology. Item: arash of
aged fresks dyeing their hair and using glycolic acid on their skins. Even you could work it out,
Lione.&rdquo; He dismissed the glowering scientist and turned back to Volk. &ldquo;Give LabCor the
suggestion. Say it came from me, if you like. Perhapsthey& rsquo;ll pay her off, make her signa
confidentiaity agreement. That would make sense. But thisistheir project, and they& rsquo;re paying the
bills. Let them decide what to do about her.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt&rsquo;s as smple asthat, isit?& rdquo; Morganstern asked.

&ldquo;lt isthat smple,&rdquo; Volk sad, after along moment to consider. &1dquo;l will send LabCor
our suggestions. Keep me informed.& rdquo;

&ldquo; This is Communications Beacon RE-388-Sigma,& rdquo; the woman& rsquo;s voice said.
&ldquo;Scout ship, please identify yoursdlf.& rdquo;

Emile opened up the channel and smiled pleasantly at the technician& rsquo;simage. & ldquo;Greetings.
We are agents of the Galactic Bureau of Investigation from Government Post Sixteen. Thisisasecurity
spot ingpection. | am transmitting our identification code for your records.& rdquo;

The femae tech groaned. &Idquo;We just had an ingpection four months ago,& rdquo; she said.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry. | will inform Post Sixteen that you may be on more than onelist. Prepareto be
boarded.& rdquo;

The Sigma Zedari beacon, amain transfer point for redirection of data, wasfar larger and better
defended than the repeater gtation in the Venturi sector. Ladovard took note of the laser arraysin the
gtructurd arc that surrounded the core. Such things were of no use, of course, if the human beings
operating the beacon were easly gulled.

The two technicians inside were pleasant but harried. The tall woman with cropped red hair, who had
answered the call, and the short, stout, blond woman who rose from her seat at the console asthe three
entered immediately broke out into protests.

&ldquo;! just got back on for this monthlong shift three days ago, so don& rsquo;t blame
me& hellip;& rdquo;

& ldquo;We& rsquo;ve got alot of work& hellip;& rdquo;



Ladovard cut through their protestswith agesture. & I[dquo; Thiswill go much more quickly if you
cooperate. |&rsquo;d like to ingpect the main data banks, please. Privacy leaks have been reported in
this sector. | have orders to confirm which beacon they& rsquo;re coming from.& rdquo;

& ldquo; Security leaks?& rdquo; The red-haired technician |ooked shocked. & Idquo;We& rsquo;ve just
replaced the buffers and scramblers. There are no red lights on any of the components.& rdquio;

&ldquo;We haveto check al complaints,& rdquo; Pogue said, getting between the two women and his
employer. He gestured to the two seats undernesth a bank of video screens. & ldquo;Pleasejust go sit
down, and we& rsquo;ll get through this as quickly aswe can.&rdquo;

Ladovard moved swiftly to the memory decks and flipped the lockdown from his pocket. He attached it
over one of theinput drives and turned it on.

The blond woman tried to shoulder past Pogue, who stiff-armed her eadlly.

&ldquo;Just aminute,& rdquo; she squawked, over hisback. &1dquo;Y ou shouldn& rsquo;t be touching
those, gir. The scramblers are in the other bank.& rdquio;

&ldquo;We need to take arandom check of uploaded files,& rdquo; Ladovard said crisply. Messages
that were sent dong the dectronic network were officidly erased, but usudly traces of them remained in
memory until those particular tracks were overwritten. A mgjor beacon like this one contained enough
memory to hold athousand messages for every citizen of the galaxy, so it waslikdly that at least some of
what he was looking for had not been dumped.

He watched the readout on the top of the small device and smiled coldly. It had aready made amatch on
seven of hiskeywords. One of them was & Idquo; Shona.& rdquo; His previous search was confirmed.
Thiswas the beacon from which the Taylors had downlinked those weeks ago after escaping from him.
He let the lockdown run, and gestured to Emile, who removed de-encryption equipment from the
pouches on her suit arms and legs. Now to find out the comm number from which the five messagesto
Shona& rsquo;s connections were sent.

The two technicians had retreated under Pogue& rsquo;s guard to the far end of the room, where they
conferred in low voices. Neither of them looked like a speciadist in unarmed combat, but it waswell to be
ready to repel an attempted attack. Pogue saw the dight narrowing of his employer& rsquo;s eyes and
nodded his chin about haf acentimeter.

&ldquo;Sir, | am reading four different addresses for those five messages, but they al contain code
words. Could there be an error?& rdquo; Emile asked from her station.

&ldquo;No error,& rdquo; Ladovard said.
&Idquo;But which isthe real one?& rdquo;

&ldquo;All of them. It isan attempt to conced the actua comm number of our subject. They conjoined
at aremote beacon to another number, where they were held until claimed by this number.& rdquo; He
showed her the readout on the top of the lockdown. &ldquo;A very clever ploy, but tracesble. Now
there isno doubt that this single number isthe correct one. Such adifficult and complicated protocol
would not be used by accident.& rdquo;

Ladovard heard sounds of astruggle behind his back. & ldquo;Wait aminute, you& rsquo;re not from the
GBI & rdquo; the stout blonde burst out. & Idquo;L eave those done! People have privacy rights
guaranteed in the Galactic Declaration of Citizenship. Y ou& rsquo;re committing illega tresspass.& rdquio;



She was trying to go through Pogue to get to him. Ladovard turned to stare her down.

Thinking she had a chance while Pogue was engaged with her companion, the redhead lunged. Tripping
the shorter woman to the ground, Pogue drew his side arm and put three dugs into anegt pattern at the
base of the redhead& rsquo;s neck. She collapsed. There was no blood because of the self-sedling
cartridges, but she was unmistakably dead. The blonde started to tremble, then screamed. Pogue put the
barrdl to the sde of her head and fired. She collapsed.

&ldquo;Y ou fool! & rdquo; Ladovard snarled. Pogue retreated until his back was against the data bank.
&ldquo;Sir, 1& hellip;& rdquo;

&Idquo;Y ou killed them for nothing! Never kill for free.&rdquo; Ladovard couldn& rsquo;t believe he
had trained such an impulsive fool. The younger man cowered, his mouth opening and shutting like adata
gate.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry. 1& rsquo;ll never do it again.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Never! Once you |ose the reason for which you& rsquo;re killing, you become amindless beest!
Next thing you know you will be committing random acts of violence. We are not barbarians.& rdquo;

Pogue lowered his head, his cheeks blazing.

&ldquo;Now, clean up this mess, & rdquo; Ladovard said, kicking one of the corpses. & ldquo;We have
work to do.&rdquo;

10

&ldquo;lsthat you, Sbyl!&rdquo; the voice of the station operator came over the audio pickup. The
Shbyl had arrived within visual contact range of Zedari Station dmost thirty minutes after hearing the
hailing signa from the perimeter beacons. The six-limbed whed, spirding closer and closer to their
viewscreens, turned dow cartwheds amid abusy cloud of shipsthat |ooked like glowing gnats. The host
sun, awhite star with one huge, uninhabitable gas giant orbiting it, hung in the distance, its diffused light
rippling through the spokes and occasiondlly picking glints of color from them. & ldquo;Commander,
Captain Gershom Taylor?& rdquo; the deep female voice repeated.

&1dquo;Y es,& rdquo; Gershom said, leaning forward in his segt. & ldquo;l & rsquo;m Captain
Taylor.&rdquo; There was adight pause before the operator& rsquo;s reply, attributabl e to the distance
between the ship and the station.

&ldquo;Ah, Captain, we& rsquo;ve reviewed your request for docking. Unfortunately, the credit number
you transmitted to cover landing fees and taxes& hdllip; & rdquo;

Gershom glanced at the screen showing the readout of his message. & Idquo;Did it garble? 1& rsquo;ll be
happy to retransmit.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s not that, citizen. The number, if correct, belongsto acredit file that suffersfrom an
insufficiency of funds,& rdquo; the operator said ddlicately. & ldquo; Perhaps you were unfamiliar with our
current charges, or had not checked your baance lately? Under the circumstances we cannot permit you
to dock. 1& rsquo;m sorry. Do you have another credit account we can use?& rdquo; The dataon the
screen was interrupted by afare sheet from the station. Gershom, who knew to the minim how much was
in the account, cal culated the discrepancy, and reddened. He was glad the operator couldn& rsquo;t see
hisface. He twisted to glance a Eblich, seated behind the pil ots& rsquo; couches. The smal man



mouthed & Idquo;|etter of credit.& rdquo; Gershom nodded.

&ldquo;Operator, | am sending you the text of aletter of marque | am carrying on behdf of DeWwitt
Home, human governor of the Poxt colony. The Sbyl ison assgnment from him. | think you& rsquo;ll
find that the letter represents enough credits for agreat deal more than just the landing fees.& rdquo; He
brought up the text of Home& rsquo;s document, and punched Send. There was a pause while the
operator reviewed the details.

&ldquo;Well,& rdquo; the voice said, with evident rdlief. &ldquo;Y es, indeed. Here are your landing
ingtructions: please synchronize your rotation with the station and drop velocity to gpproach speed under
one point two. Y ou are assigned to Docking Bay Sixteen, that& rsquo;s one-six, hafway up the blue
vane, that& rsquo;s B for boy blue. Refueling depots are Situated between every two bays. El-Jay,
FrangipaniCo, and Sennex serve thisfacility. Thereisahandling fee of two credits per ton for shipments
transferred on or off your ship whilein the dock. Mealsin al facilities can be charged to your ship
account. Welcome to Zedari, citizens.& rdquo;

Gershom let out the breath he& rsquo;d been holding. & Idquo; Thank you. Sbyl out.& rdquo;

&ldquo; The remainder will pay for refuding and afew supplies. Nothing like what we need,& rdquo;
Eblich noted in his quiet voice as Gershom and Ivo negotiated the length of the dock and set the ship into
rotation with the space station. Running chase lights on the station& rsquo;s skin, visible from athousand
kilometers away, led them to their mark, spiraling in on the huge hexagond door marked

&1dquo;16.& rdquo; A drone tug zipped aongside them, then held back asthe Shyl eased forward on
inertiaand touched the hull plates. Outside the airlock they heard the clamp and whine as Zedari & rsquo;s
amospheric system engaged in the airtight bay.

&1dquo;& Isquo; So what ?& rdquio; Ivo said bluffly, standing up and dapping himself on the belly.
&ldquo;Zedari & rsquo;s amajor trade outpost. Big time. We can find a short-hop contract here, or we
aren& rsquo;t as good as | think we are.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ve got some connections here,& rdquo; Kai said blandly, ignoring the sour expression
on Gershomé& rsquo;s face. & ldquo;1t& rsquo;s like the old days, when we didn& rsquo;t have enough
fue to make liftoff if we didn& rsquo;t hustle. We sink or swim together, Gershom. Y ou know

that.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Maybe 1& rsquo;m getting compl acent,& rdquo; Gershom said, twisting his mouth wryly to avoid
unnecessary protests. His crew was right. They could be arrogant and starve, but it made more senseto
reawaken the old skills. &ldquo;l hate to go back to those old days, when we were hungry in more ways
than one. Do you warnt to live on nutri again?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Hél, no.&rdquo;
&ldquo; Then, hustle we will.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Papa,& rdquo; Lani spoke up hopefully. She had been standing toward the rear of the bridge,
braced between straps for the docking. &ldquo;If you ordered plenty of supplies, | could lend you the
difference until Mamagets paid by Mr. Home.& rdquio;

Gershom |looked at her open face turned up to his, and smiled at her. She only wanted to help, but the
fina hearing date on the adoption was so close, he could not risk accepting even aloan from her. He
knew how much it cost her to offer again, and it pained him. Lani couldn& rsquo;t understand why he and
Shonaturned down gifts; to refuse to borrow needed capital even with the full and expressed intention of
paying it back must have seemed insaneto her, but he couldn& rsquo;t explain that anything involving her



money might set off the rabid busybod-ies back on Marswho could take her away from them. That, he
would not risk. He didn&rsquo;t want to lose Lani. Nobody would love this child asthey did, no one
could give her abetter family, but dl it would take was asingle mistake. Thiswas precisaly the kind of
thing the vultures were hoping to spot. Better to appear foolishly proud than to set off another
bureaucratic chain reection.

&ldquo; Thank you, little one, but no thanks,& rdquo; he said, in the gentlest possible voice.

&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll makeit. We aways do. We& rsquo;ll turn up ajob, you wait and see.

Don& rsguo;t you trust Kai and his connections? Or [vo& rsquo;s charm?& rdquo; Ivo knelt down beside
her and gave her amelting grin, wiggling hiseyebrows at her. At his coaxing, Lani managed asmall amile,
but Gershom could see her pride was hurt. & ldquo;Come on, little one, let& rsquo;s get out of here.

Y ou& rsguo;ve been on Mars, and Venturi, but you& rsquo;ve never seen anything like Zedari in your
life&rdquo;

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s here?& rdquo;

&ldquo; Shopping! & rdquo; 1vo said, sweeping his hand out before her asif to cal attention to a beautiful
vison. He bounced up. & ldquo;C& rsgquo;mon, pretty girl. Y ou shouldné& rsquo;t pout. We& rsquo;re the
oneswho have to work.& rdquo; He took Lani& rsquo;s hand. At her nervous glance backward, Eblich
moved up beside her and tucked her other hand through his arm. Thus protected, Lani stepped out onto
the scout& rsquo;s ramp.

Outsde the ship, asmall man wearing coverals spotted them and strode purposefully in their direction,
brandishing a clipboard.

&ldquo;Uh-oh,& rdquo; said Gershom. & ldquo; Paperwork.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Geershum Tdler?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s me,& rdquo; Gershom acknowledged, with asheepish grin a hisfellows. The
small man scratched his head with the stylus.

&ldquo;Hey, you got samé& Isquo; namé& rsguo; as toother goy. Y 0o know.& rdquo; He gestured toward
the ceiling with his pen. & ldquo;Y oo famous on tree-dee or sompin& Isquo; ?& rdquio;

&ldquo; Sompin& Isquo;,& rdquo; Gershom said, foreseeing along conversation over the cargo manifests.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll takeit,& rdquo; Eblich said, stepping into Gershomé& rsquo;s place.
&ldquo;&Isquo;Y ou go.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll go talk up our refit in the bar,& rdquo; Ka said. & 1dquo;l & rsquo;ve got the possible
short-hops between here and Poxt outlined. If anyone& rsquo;s got a cargo going that way, 1& rsquo;ll let
them know we& rsquo;re looking.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m coming, too. My friends might be hanging around there,& rdquo; Ivo said.
&ldquo;Eb, how & lsguo;bout you?& rdquo;

The smal man smiled. &dguo;While there& rsquo;stime, 1& rsquo;m messaging my wife. The station
booths are private.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Meet you back here at 1800,& rdquo; Gershom said, tipping agrateful wave to his bookkeeper.

The group split in different directions when the group reached the exit. Kai pulled Ivo toward a short
ha lway from which the sounds of voices, canned music, and loud laughter could be heard. Gershom and



Lani followed the signsthat said & I[dquo; Shopping Center.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l want,& rdquo; Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye said in atone that brooked no disagreement, & [dquo;
one decent medl before we blow this arena.& rdquo;

His camerawoman and producer, Lettitia Nalbandian, lowered her camera case to the floor of the
Gadactic Video Network runabout and shoved it into its lockdown with afoot. They& rsquo;d spent
fifteen days gathering footage for ahaf-hour miniseriesfeature on Zedari Station, and in that period had
had neither time nor room for good food. During the first few days, L& rsquo;Saye, who wasa
well-known face on tri-dee. ended up glad-handing and posing for video opportunities with
adminigtrators who claimed the holos and autographs were for their spouses, kids, relatives, anybody but
themselves, leaving few waking hoursfor anything but doggedly taking video and wild sound on memory.
Food had to be snatched on the run. During the last days, L& rsquo;Saye had to eat a every single one
of the fast-food emporia because most of them were sponsors of GVN broadcasts. Unless he had
wanted to resort to purging, he couldn& rsquo;t have found room for the fare of the gourmet
establishments on the uppermost level of the entertainment center. Lettitia hersalf found the thought of
anything fried or prefabbed more than alittle sickening. With the whole show in the can and nothing to do
between systems except edit the piece together, shefelt they could celebrate alittle.

&ldguo;Why not?& rdquo; she said. & ldquo;All we& rsquo;ve got istime. They& rsquo;re not expecting
usat our next assgnment for over three weeks. 1&rsquo;ll treat.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve got a ded, boss.& rdquo; But before going out the airlock, L& rsquo; Saye turned
to the mirror at the door of the runabout and examined his hair and teeth. Vanity, for atri-dee
persondity, was ahecessary adjunct, Lettitiathought. If you got videoed looking like a zhlub your ratings
went down. GV N wouldn& rsquo;t fire you, but you ended up on night-shift documentaries, and never
got another raise. Chaffinch L& rsquo; Saye was too hot a property to waste on flower shows, so it was
just aswell hetook care of hisimage. She& rsquo;d nag himif he didn&rsquo;t. Her career wastied to
his. He gave atwigt to histunic collar to make it stand up properly, and shot her asmilein the mirror asif
he& rsquo;d read her thoughts.

Chaffinch had the gift sometimes called charisma, that indefinable charm that made people like him even
though they had never met him. He was superbly handsome. Countless fans had fallen for the killing
dabagter amilein the dark-walnut complexion. His black hair had unusud red highlights that the camera
loved. Gossip columnists speculated that they were added by acolorist, but Lettitiaknew the effect was
natural. Just like his voice, smooth and sexy as chocolate. He even had a handsome nose, broad and
well-formed; you could trust anoselikethat; millions did. But his good |ooks weren& rsquo;t his only
asset. Behind that perfect face was a clever brain with aretentive memory and the vocabulary of a
college professor.

People frequently failed to notice L ettitia beside him. Her hair and lashes were amost colorless, and only
asculptor would be interested in her face, which though well-formed was sallow and blotchy unless she
put on makeup, which she despised. She didn& rsquo;t mind anonymity. It gave her the latitude to control
Stuations without interference, to provide Chaffinch with the support he needed to get his story on tape.
It was he who was supposed to attract attention, and attract it he did. Her job wasto find him storiesto
report. Zedari was supposed to have been areward for covering a minor war on a Corporation colony
world. Too bad the schedule had forced them to eat so much grease. Well, gustatory paradise awaited
them, threelevesup.

Asthey came out of Bay 17, askinny man in ajumpsuit holding a clipboard ran toward them, elbows
and kneesthreshing the air. & ldquo;Mr. Chaffinch! Y oo dint leave yet. Y 00 got to sign here, Sir. Pleeze,
Mr. Chaffinch.&rdquo;



He pulled asoiled, creased time card out of his pocket and fastened it in the top of the clipboard.
Beaming, he offered the journdist the stylus that he took from behind his ear.

L& rsquo; Saye glanced at the unnamable grime smeared on it and waved it away. &ldquo;l & rsquo;ve
got my own scriber,& rdquo; he said grandly, taking out the rutilated prism pen he& rsquo;d been given
by aplanetary president. It flashed in the overhead lights of the corridor. He inscribed his name

& ldquo;with best wishes& rdquo; and an eaborate flourish. Leaving the little man babbling histhanks, he
drode away, L ettitiatrotting dong behind him.

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s worth doing& hellip;& rdquo; Lettitiasaid, with aplayful glance behind her.
L & rsquo; Saye& rsquo;s fan was staring bug-eyed at histreasure.

&ldquo;If it meansthat much to him,& rdquo; Chaffinch said lightly, & ldquo;he deserved the whole show.
He must be the only person on the whole station | haven& rsquo;t shaken hands with.& rdquo;

He surveyed the landing bays as he passed by them. In Bay 15, mechanics had taken apart the engines of
aluxury cruiser, the Miranda. A woman in avery plain but expensively tallored tunic, an executive
secretary of some kind, watched them with her armsfolded.

&ldquo;Huh. Someoneisin trouble,& rdquo; Chaffinch snickered. & ldquo;Wonder who getsto deepin
the airlock tonight?& rdquo; L ettitia snorted.

The bay acrossfrom that one contained a small scout ship. The ramp lowered, and L ettitia watched four
men and ateenaged girl emerge. She was alittle beauty, with long legs and lashes. On one side of her
was a burly man with big arms, golden-brown skin, and wavy blue-black hair. On the other, avery short,
dim man with short-clipped light brown hair and scroll-like earsflat againgt the sdes of hishead. Thetwo
men behind were both tall. The bigger of the two was loose-jointed, with hollow-cheeksin alight-pink
face, big saring eyes like an Earth owl, and fluffy hair the color of raw cane sugar. The other, Lettitia
thought, would make very good video. He was dender, with very long legs and broad shoulders.
Longish, black-brown hair made aframefor his narrow, high-cheekboned face, and he had dark eyes
and afalcon& rsquo;s beak of anose. Chaffinch& rsquo;s fan, derted by the humming whine of servos,
scurried past them with his clipboard. The handsome one took the board from him and perused its
miniature screen.

&ldquo; Sbyl ,& rdquo; Chaffinch mused as they passed. & dquo; That sounds familiar. Why? Why would
| remember it?& rdquio;

Lettitia cast her mind back. The name set off darmsin her memory, too. It wasn&rsquo;t anews
broadcast, or not arecent one. Something exciting, al the same. No, it was avideo& hellip; a
documentary drama& hdllip; & ldquo; The Angel of Death& rdquo; she said triumphantly.

& ldquo;RU-tght,& rdquo; Chaffinch said, tapping the air with aforefinger. & ldquo;But the producers
wouldné& rsguo;t have used ared ship& rsquo;s name, would they?& rdquo;

&ldguo;Who knows?& rdquio; L ettitiasaid, swinging over to apublic termind. She did her credit chit
down to pay for accessto alibrary memory. She entered the look-up keyword, Sbyl. Skipping over
references to a mid-twentieth-century Terran multiple personality and to a Cumaean oracle of ancient
civilization, she found a handful of other entries. & ldquo; They would, and they did useared

name,& rdquo; she announced to Chaffinch. & ldquo; This ship isregistered to one Gershom Taylor. That
was the name of the woman in the show: Taylor.& rdquo;

Chaffinch was watching the crew. & ldquo; They& rsquo;re going somewhere in ahurry,& rdquo; he
observed. &ldquo;l smell astory, Letty.&rdquo;



&ldquo;But our dinner?& rdquo;

& ldquo; Space the dinner, baby. | sense news.& rdquo; Chaffinch spun on his heel and sauntered back
toward his jumpsuited fan. Thelittle man had gotten his clipboard sgned, and was on thetrail of his next
prey. &ldquo;Hey, friend, can you stop a moment?& rdquio;

&ldquo;Y oo want me, Mr. Chaffinch?& rdquo; The dockworker couldn& rsquo;t believe hisluck. He
waded toward them, limbs working. & ldquo;C& rsquo;n | doo anythn& squo; for yoo?& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt so happens, you might be ableto help us. Thisismy producer, Letty.&rdquo; Sherated a
swift nod from the little man, who swiftly turned his eyes back to his hero. & ldquo;We& rsquo;retrying to
remember if we know the man who ownsthat ship in Bay Sixteen. Can you tell me his name?& rdquio;
The worker& rsquo;sfacefel.

&ldgquo;Aww, Mr. Chaffinch, | c& rsquo;n& Isquo;t doo thet. Security, | han&rsquo;t tell anybuddy
& rsquo;bout yoo.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know, but it might be important to him, if that& rsquo;s our friend. In fact, you might have
provided thelink for us. That would mean we& rsquo;d need to video you for the tory, too. How about
that ?& rdquo;

The little man&rsquo;sjaw dropped open. &ldquo;Meg, in yer stoory? [ & hellip; well, shuure.
Cap& raquo;n& squo;s namé& rsgquo; is Geershum Tdler. That& rsquo;t& |squo;oon yer looking
for?& rdquo;

Chaffinch and Lettitia exchanged triumphant glances. &Idquo;Y ou are abig help, ar,&rdquo; Letty said,
moving in swiftly. & ldquo;Now, you& rsquo;re not going to spoil it for Mr. L& rsquo;Saye by telling
anyone you mentioned Captain Taylor& rsquo;s nameto us, will you?& rdquo; She tucked a credit chit
into the breast pocket of histunic.

&ldguo;Naaah.& rdquo; Thelittle man was ill bug-eyed.

&ldquo;Say, friend, where did the Sbyl just come from? Her point of origin?& rdquo; Chaffinch asked.
He flashed the famous smile and leaned allittle closer to the small man, whose eyesfilled with darm.

&ldquo;No! Can&rsquo;t tell yer that. Can& rsquo;t doo& rsquo;t.& rdquo; His voice suddenly became
shrill. Letty looked around quickly to seeif adock supervisor was on the prowl. No, she decided,
they& rsquo;d just used up dl theinitiative their source had.

&ldquo; Thanks, anyhow,& rdquo; she said, linking her arm through Chaffinch& rsquo;sand pulling him
away. & ldquo;Wes& rsquo;ll be back later to take some video of you& mdash;C& rsquo;mon,& rdquio;
she urged Chaffinch under her breath. &1dquo;l can try to get the point of origin out of the computer. He
might have atota breakdown if we keep at him.&rdquo;

& ldquo;L et& rsquo;s go after the crew,& rdquo; Chaffinch agreed.

The bright lights of the main thoroughfare caught their eyes as soon asthey came out of thelift.

Lani& rsquo;s face shone with excitement as she craned forward, trotting faster so that Gershom had to
open hislong stride to keep up. Having spent dl her early life on a plantation planet, then traveling on the
scout, then sequestered on Mars, then back on the scout with only short stops on other worlds and
gations, mostly outposts, Lam had had no experience with the heart of society, specifically commercia
centers dedicated to the pursuit of enjoyment. The electronic advertising beamed to the Sbyl had
boasted of over five hundred shops, plus an arcadefilled with individua carts of craftworkers and



artisans, three banks, a twelve-screen tri-dee emporium, acasino, an amusement park, a

speaker& rsquo;s corner, live theater, wandering entertainers, and acres upon acres of food concessions.
Thousands of men, woman, and children wandered from shop to shop, some eating snacks while they
walked, al laden with packages, most shouting to each other over thedin.

&ldquo; It echoes,&rdquo; Lani said, shielding her ears with her hands. Gradudly, she let them drop.
Gershom was tickled to see her eyes grow so big with wonder.

&ldquo; There,& rdquo; he said, asthey reached the edge of the avenue. & Idquo;If this doesn& rsguo;t
keep you busy for awhile, nothing will.&rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s wonderful ,& rdquo; Lani exclaimed. She ran from one place to the next, excited asa
smdll child. Each window display, each artist, each street performer she stared at with huge-eyed
intengity. At the end of thefirst street, she turned a shining face up to Gershom. He smiled.

&ldquo;So you& rsquo;ll have fun while 1& rsquo;m working. Y ou can go anywhere you want here, do
anything you like. Y ou& rsgquo;re nearly fourteen, so you& rsquo;ll be fine on your own. Check in & the
ship by 1800, just like| told the others,& rdquo; Gershom said. &ldquo;See dl the security

guards?& rdquo; He pointed to the uniformed men and women walking casually through the crowd,
sending idle-seeming glances after passersby, and occasiondly talking into lapel-mounted transceivers.
Lani nodded solemnly. & Idquo;Y ou& rsquo;ll be safe here. Have agreat time.& rdquo; He gave her apat
on the shoulder and turned to go.

He& rsquo;d started to glance around for directions to the administrative offices, when ahand clamped
hisupper amlikeavise.

Helooked down. Lani&rsquo;s eyes, wide open with mixed awe and fear, fixed on him.
&ldquo;Doné& rsgquo;t go,& rdquo; she pleaded in awhisper dmost inaudible under the roar of the crowd.

He patted her hand. To one accustomed to small groups and smplicity, such an extravaganza must be
overwheming. He should have guessed. &Idquo;All right. 1& rsquo;ll stay with you for awhile.& rdquo;

Together they toured the fun fair and the concessions. With aloose credit chit, Gershom bought them
both fizzy drinks. Hefinished hisin afew gulpsand put the container in areclamation bin near the door of
one of the banks, then noticed the logo. It was a branch of MarsBank One,

&ldquo;L ook, Lani,&rdquo; he said, &Idquo;you can get credits here, if you want chitsin your pocket.
Otherwise just use your credit account number at each store. Buy yourself something nice. Y ou can go
back to the Sbyl when you& rsquo;retired. 1& rsquo;m not sure when | & rsgquo;ll be finished.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Can&rsquost | hep?&rdquo; Lani asked, starting to follow after him.

& ldquo;1 & rsquo;m not sure how long it& rsquo;ll take meto find what | need in the library

sarvices & rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo;l & rsquo;m anticipating afight with the administration to get
access at dl. Y ou shouldn& rsquo;t have to sit through that. 1& rsquo;m sorry 1&rsquo;ll have to. Meet
you later. If &rsquo;m through, we& rsquo;ll come back here after supper, and maybe we& rsquo;ll see
the live show. How about that? Will you be dl right now?& rdquo;

Tentatively, she nodded. He smiled sweetly at her. & dquo;Good girl. [&rsquo;ll see you later.& rdquo;
He waved and loped off toward the lifts.

Lani took another step after him, then checked hersalf. He was sure she& rsquo;d be able to get aong by
hersdf, Lani redized, so whether or not shefelt ready inside, she would try. She wished he had stayed



with her to shield her from contact with too many strangers, but she knew when they came here he had
hisjob to do. If she wastoo nervous, she could always retreat to the Sbyl. Just the knowledge that she
had ahaven in thisbig, frightening place took the rubber out of her legs.

Having a protected place was important. It wasn& rsquo;t the place so much asthe peopleinit. They
never forced her to do anything she wasn& rsquo;t ready to do. They were dl very kind, thoughtful
people, who coaxed her out of her shell. When her family died, they were there. When she cried, she had
five sets of shoulders on which to weep& mdash;six if you counted Chirwl. Lani thought miserably that
she would miss Chirwl once they lifted off Poxt. It wastoo bad, since his homeworld was so like Kardla,
with its big trees and weepy vinesal over, and fruit on every bush. She might liketo livein aplacelike
that someday, but that would mean leaving the Sbyl. The thought formed such alump of icein her belly
that she wanted to go back to the ship that moment. No, don& rsquo;t be silly, she chided hersdlf.

It& rsquo;s till there; it will dways bethere.

Not if the bank took it away from the Taylors, she redized suddenly. She might not have joined in the
discussions about the mortgage, but Shonaand Gershom never hid anything from her. There wasvery
little money since before the refit. The nasty loan man made velled threats about foreclosure. That
worried Shona, though she tried not to let it show to Lani.

Gershom had amore immediate concern. Thelack of money amost kept them from landing here when
he needed to in order to do hisjob, and dthough dl he had to do was ask, he till acted asif her
inheritance did not exist. Why? If helost the ship, helost hislivelihood. Dr. Shonacould practice
anywhere, but traders had to have ships. Why did Gershomé& rsquo;s pride stand in the way of help,
fredly offered? It must be because he said no once, and now he felt that he couldn& rsquo;t go back on
what he& rsquo;d said origindly. She remembered once, in her village, the son of the woman next door
had sworn he would not deep under her roof again after avery loud argument. His mother begged him.
He said no severd times, and made his bed between two trees. Of coursg, it rained atorrent that night.
His mother stood on the threshold and pleaded with him to comein, but his pride wouldn& rsquo;t let
him. He sat out dl night, and got achill. But surely that kind of slly pride wasn&rsquo;t naturd to
Gershomé& rsgquo;s character? She& rsquo;d heard him admit to being wrong in many other Situations. He
had even been humble to her, and she was only achild.

&ldquo;Ms.?& rdquo; avoice broke into her thoughts with an intensity that suggested the man had
addressed her several timeswithout her being aware of it. & Isquo;& Idquo;Ms.& rdquo;

&ldguo;What do you want?& rdquo; she asked. The man was clad in a seedy uniform without insgnia.
He held out a clutch of roughly wrapped packets.

&ldquo;Buy some holocards from aman down on his luck? Eh, pretty lady?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, thank you,& rdquo; she said. He was blocking her path, so she dodged away from him
down anarrow avenue. The shops on this > road were smaler, and there were fewer well-dressed
people walking about. A woman with several small children leaned out of adoorway toward her, ahand
extended pam up.

&ldquo;My children and | are stranded,& rdquo; shewailed. & Idquo;Please help us, miz.& rdquo;
&ldquo;1 & hellip;& rdquo; Lani gaped. An unshaven man appeared next to her.

&ldquo;Spacer down on hisluck. Can you spare a credit?& rdquo; He wasjoined by four more beggars
with desperate faces.

&ldquo;l haven& rsquo;t got& hellip; & rdquo; Lani began.



&ldquo;Sick and can& rsquo;t work, citizen. Just a credit. Half a credit.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Got laid off. We& rsquo;re starving.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Of course, but& helip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;l need medicine.& rdquo; More beggars appeared from around corners and out of doorways,
pleading faces fixed on hers. Some of them were children, their faces smudged with dirt. Onelittle girl
with big dark eyeslooked much like Lani did at six, but thin, so thin.

&ldquo;Hep, please, Ms.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t have any money. | & rsquo;ll& hellip; 1& rsquo;ll get some,& rdquo; Lani said,
backing away. &dquo; The bank& rsquo;s back there. | have to go.& rdquo; She edged away, glancing
around for the sign Gershom had pointed out to her. The beggars pressed forward, each bleating hisor
her demand in woeful, indstent voices. Shefdt terrified, stifled in their midst. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll help you,
but you have to let me go! & rdquo;

A hand grasped her upper arm, and dragged her into the middle of the busy fairway. Lani stifled a
scream as she saw awoman& rsquo;s face close to hers. The woman had a strong chin, and her mouth
was s, but her eyes wore akindly expression. She shook Lani&rsquo;sarm firmly.

&ldquo;Doné& rsquo;t do it, honey,& rdquo; she said. & ldquo; Some of them are fakes. Think you know
enough to pick out the rea hard-luck cases?& rdquo;

&ldquo;N-no,& rdquo; Lani gasped, staring. The maob of beggars melted away among the hurrying
passersby.

The woman tossed her head toward the now-deserted wall. & ldquo;None of them are starving, no
meatter what they say. There& rsquo;s a Traveler& rsquo;s Aid program here, and shelters and mealsfor
anyone who needs them; not swill, either. They shouldn& rsgquo;t be asking you. Pay no attention. Just
keep your head up and keep walking. Bless you for wanting to help, though. Y ou& rsquo;ve got agood
heart.& rdquo;

Lani was till shaken as the woman disengaged hersdlf and disappeared with a smileinto the crowd.
Blindly, the girl felt her way forward to acluster of benches surrounding aplay yard in thewide
intersection of two avenues. They were plenty of respectable-looking people al around. Children of al
ages shouted at each other from swings and jungle gyms. Banging and laughter rose from the miniature
fun house in the center of the yard. Parents and caretakers, packages piled around their feet, chatted
together while their children played. Lani swayed uneasily toward an empty bench and sat down to think.
The pounding of her heart dowed to anorma pace.

It was true she probably didn& rsquo;t understand the weight of her inheritance yet. Eblich had told her
that over and over; but even if she did understand its value, she would offer it freely to Shonaand
Gershom. She wished she could speak volumesto them of her gratitude for giving her love and support,
but when she opened her mouth, no matter how shetried, just afew words came out. It was easier to
show her affection. Thewrong gift isworst than none at al, one of the grandmothers of her village used
to say. She knew money was the right gift, but why wouldné& rsquo;t they take it& mdash;why? They
wouldn&rsquo;t tell her. They never lied to her, but in this case she didn& rsquo;t think they weretelling
her the whole truth. Who would tdll her the truth? Someone must.

A little girl on the swings cried out with delight, and ran to meet two women. They knelt down to
embrace her and one of them handed her a package. Eyes wide with anticipation, the child tore off the



wrappings to uncover adoll dressed in afloaty sari of sparkling green gauize. She chattered her thanks
and kissed both women, who exchanged a pleased squeeze of the hand. Wistfully, Lani wished

she& rsquo;d had abeautiful doll like that when she waslittle. Her cherished Tallah, made for her by her
late mother and father, was sewn of scrap cloth and painted with homemade dyes. Not that she scorned
her handmade treasure, then or now, but thisdoll with its tea-colored skin and curly, brown- and
blond-streaked hair was so exotic and otherworldly that she longed to touch it. The thought struck her:
why should she not have such adoll now? She could afford it. But no, she ill balked at buying anything
extravagant for hersdf. Would Mama Shona like something pretty?

Suddenly Lani felt ashamed of herself, wasting time sitting, when she could be exploring thishuge,
wonderful place. Opportunities smply to wander like thiswere scarce in the schedule of abusy trading
ship. Shonawould have loved to be there with her. Was she growing old, just like those other,
unfortunate people? Shona had asked her to take care of Gershom. She wouldn& rsquo;t be much good
at that if shewas afraid to take care of hersalf. Resolutely, she propelled hersdf off the bench and went
to look at the holographic store directory near the wall.

11

Gershom uncrossed his legs, then recrossed them with the left leg over theright knee. The three clerks
behind the glasswall passed back and forth, stopping occasiondly to tap in afew keystrokes benegth a
screen. No one paid any attention to the four men and women waiting in the reception area. Gershom
was tempted to climb up onto the counter and hammer out afusillade with fists and feet againgt the
window to seeif any of the clerkswould even bresk stride. Occasiondly, very occasiondly, alucky
customer would be summoned to the glass, where he or shewould carry on a conversation with roughly
the same amount of privacy given to sufferers of private itchesin tri-dee commercids. Gershom had tried
to explain the urgency of hisbusinessin alow voiceto the clerk who took his name, but wastold he
would just have to wait histurn. No such thing as alife-or-death situation existed behind the glass.

At last histurn came. A balding man whose thin-bridged nose sported flaring nostrils appeared on the
other side of the window and beckoned to Gershom. He did into the chair before the window.

&ldquo;What is your business, citizen?& rdquo; the man asked. His face was arranged in the bland set of
every government employee, but the flared nose made him look arrogant. He shuffled afew of the
hundreds of plas-sheets stacked on both sides of him.

Gershom bent down to get his mouth closer to the opening at the bottom of the glass divider.
&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m here to request& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;Louder, please & rdquo; the man said peevishly, peering shortsightedly at him. Gershom thought
he looked like alesser bird of prey with aname tag. Withers. He sat up and cleared histhroat.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m here to request the persona health records for anumber of people. On behalf of
Governor Home of Poxt.& rdquo; He pushed the datacube containing Home& rsquo;s | etter under the
glass. Witherstook it and poked it into areader.

&ldquo; Thisisvery vague,& rdquo; he complained. &Idquo;Unnecessarily so. | takeit you are prepared
to be more specific?& rdquo;

Gershom hesitated. He peered over his shoulder. The one woman still waiting checked her wristwatch
againgt the chronometer on the wall, and went back to her persona reader without looking at him.

& ldquo;1 & rsquo;ve been asked to provide details only to the person who isin the position of granting
access to the records,& rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo;Governor Home would prefer they



weren& rsquo;t widely known at present. | need to spesk specificaly to that person.& rdquo;

The man tented hisfingers and squirmed dightly more upright in his seet. & ldquo;l am that person,
Captain.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Very well. Both mgjor parties of settlers bound for Poxt stopped here on the final leg of their
journey. Were you here a ether of those times, either fifteen or two years ago?& rdquo; The man
nodded. & ldquo;l need specifics from the decontamination phase. Was anything saved?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No. Werarely keep those records.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Did any anomdies strike you? Anything curious about their itineraries or persona hitoriesthat
stuck in your mind, from either group?& rdquio;

The man stared pointedly at Gershomé& rsquo;s hand, then to aplacejust in front of his own clasped
hands. Gershom, embarrassed, felt in histunic pocket. He could ill-afford alarge bribe, but sincethis
bureaucrat was obviously not going to cooperate without one, he had to offer something. He hoped the
man wasn& rsquo;t too greedy. Taking histime, Gershom did aten-credit chit under the glass partition
and nudged it into apile of plas-sheets, where it wasn& rsquo;t obvioudy visible to anyone around them.
Glancing around to make certain his supervisors weren& rsquo;t paying any attention, the bureaucrat
crept his hand forward, and under the cover of straightening out the pile, palmed the chit into hislap.

&ldquo;Wee-e-dll,& rdquo; the bureaucrat said, tapping his cheek with aforefinger. He stared over
Gershomé& rsquo;s head, eyes narrowing. & ldquo;l don& rsquo;t remember anything odd at al, redly. |
was here when the group was being checked out for the colony, naturally. It was important in retrospect
because it was the first colony on an inhabited planet, you know. 1& rsquo;d have remembered if there
was anything redly strange about the colonists, 1& rsquo;m sure. But that& rsquo;sal in public archives.
Y ou& rsquo;re welcome to rummage through those, Captain. Isthat al?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Not quite. | need copies of the settlers& rsquo; health records, and those of the LabCor research
group that arrived between two and three years ago. The safety of the colony might depend on my
bringing those records back in atimely manner,& rdquo; Gershom said.

Witherslooked bored. & ldquo;If they are urgently required, then why didn& rsquo;t the governor smply
message us to send them?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Electronic mail istoo open,& rdgquo; Gershom said tightly. & ldquo;Sir, there may be an epidemic
brewing on Poxt. 1t& rsquo;s very serious.& rdquo;

Withers shrugged. &dquo;People get sick dl the time. That& rsquo;s not good enough to get me to open
confidential records.& rdquo;

&ldquo; The allment in question seemsto be affecting the ottles aswell as the human population,& rdquo;
Gershom said. The man& rsquo;s eyes widened.

&ldquo;Shh! & rdquo; he said, hunching over and looking around to make certain he wasn& rsquo;t being
overheard. &ldquo; The ottles are sick, too? Thisisterrible! What& rsquo;s wrong?& rdquo;

&1dquo;1 & rsquo;m not a diagnostician,& rdquo; Gershom said. & 1dquo;l & rsguo;ve been instructed to
bring back the complete records of each person on that list& rdquo;& mdash;he pointed to the
datacube& mdash;& ldquo;for comparison with their, er, present condition.& rdquo; As concisely ashe
could, he outlined the discovery of the aging syndrome, and how the history of the settlers might betied
toitsorigin.



The bureaucrat |ooked horrified. The color drained out of hisface, leaving it gray. & ldquo; This sounds
most serious. | hope word of this hasn& rsquo;t leaked out.& rdquo;

&ldquo;So far as| know, no one but the settlers, my crew, and now you, have any inkling that anything
iswrong.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou must keep it that way, you must! Tell no one else! Poxt isour hopefor the future! If
anything happened to decimate the native population, there would be an outcry! It would be the end of
cooperative ventures& mdash;that is, when we encounter more sentient life forms,& rdquo; the man
corrected himsdlf automaticaly. He swallowed. &ldquo; The press would make amed out of this,
Captain.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l am prepared to keep thisentirely confidential & rdquo; Gershom said solemnly, amused &t the
reversa of the man&rsquo;s atitude. & ldquo;Providing you can cooperate with the governor& rsquo;s
request.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Absolutely! Now, if you&rsquo;ll just give me your security clearance, | can copy these records
for you right away.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Clearance? What do | need that for? Thisisapublic information service center. | could bring up
my grades from day school on those terminas in the reading room.& rdquo;

Withers gestured impatiently. & Idquo;Y es, you could access your personal dossiers, or those of your
immediate family and dependents, but | can& rsquo;t give you the personal records of ahundred and ten
other people without a security code.& rdquo; He tapped his fingertips on the desktop. Gershom glared.

&ldquo;What about my wife?& rdquo; he asked suddenly. & ldquo;She& rsquo;s been hired to
investigate this epi& mdash; & rdquo; At the bureaucrat& rsquo;s hasty gesture, he lowered hisvoice.
&ldquo;& mdash;situation.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Shona Taylor.& rdquo; The man nodded, glancing at the screen to hisleft. &ldquo;Y es, she has
alevel-sx clearance. From her years of government service, | see. More than adequate, gr. | will haveto
sedl therecords for her eyes only, you understand.& rdquo; He narrowed his eyes waspishly, looking to
Gershom for areaction. & ldquo;Since your clearance is inadequate.& rdquo;

Gershom refused to rise to the bait. He turned up ahand. & ldquo;l1 & rsquo;m only the ddlivery pilot in
this case, citizen. & rsquo;m trying to help save avaued government ingtallation from certain ruin
.&rdquo; Heraised hisvoice dightly, to attract the attention of the clerksin the rear of the office.

&ldguo;Shhh! & rdquo; Withers gave him another impatient frown, then went to a cabinet for abox of
datacubes. Some of the employees glanced curioudy at Gershom, looking asif they wished they knew
what could make Withers jump like that. He smiled pleasantly at them.

Withers, gtill frowning, scanned through Home& rsquo;slist, and hit afew keys. The screen began to
scroll rapidly up through pages of data. As soon asthe first image flashed by, aprintout of amagnetic
scan of someone& rsquo;s skull, Withers tapped another key so that a private graphic came up instead.

&ldquo; Do you need lifdong itineraries?& rdquo; he asked over his shoulder while the program ran.
&ldquo;Activities? Full contacts?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Er, | don&rsquo;t think so. If you can list locale and date for anywhere each of these people
stopped or stayed for awhile, that should hel p,& rdquo; Gershom said, watching the man& rsquo;s quick
fingerstype in more commands. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m sure Shonaand those hel ping her can contact you



for more data, should it become necessary.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, of course,& rdquo; Withers said, and turned to face him. &ldquo;Please make certain they
message me persondly. In fact, please tell them to provide me with monthly reports. | shal haveto
inform my supervisors, and they will wish me to monitor the Stuation closdly. Y ou understand the
necessity.& rdquo;

&ldquo;! certainly do,& rdquo; Gershom agreed with fedling.

&ldquo; The fact that there& rsquo;s been an incident will be enough to twist alot of people& rsquo;s
underdrawersin an ugly knot. Y ou know,& rdquo; Withers added wistfully, as he pushed the cubes
under the glass divider, &ldquo;thisisthefirgt time there& rsquo;s ever been ared usefor these dusty
files. We callect them, we store them, we catal ogue them, but no one ever wantsto seethem. In away,
the disaster justifies my job. Good luck, Captain.& rdquo;

Gershom rose, stuffed the cubesinto his pockets, and departed, wondering at the workings of amind
that could find asilver lining in such adark cloud.

&ldquo;So which one are they taking?& rdquo; Chaffinch asked as he barged back through the crowd
toward Lettitia. She had tried to make hersdlf invisible next to the servers& rsquo; station at the bar, but it
hadn& rsquo;t stopped three spacers from hitting on her or one feebly drunken femal e spacer from
mistaking her for abarmaid and ordering adrink.

& ldquo;Cané& rsquo;t say.& rdquo; L ettitia cocked her head toward one wall, then the other. &Idquo; The
big guy got atentative contract hauling fresh fruit to Viner&rsquo;s Planet. Thetdl guy isarguing over the
finer points of aded for amail courier run of datacubes. The snipper wantsto pay for weight, and the
spacer wants him to pay for value.&rdquo; Lettitia shrugged. &Idquo;l did hear the destinations, so

it& rsquo;s afifty-fifty chance we& rsquo;ll guessright if we can&rsquo;t get confirmation on the dock.
Besides, the stuff will bein different kinds of crates,& rdquo; she reasoned. & Idquo;Howé& rsquo;d you
doin Library Services?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Gershom Taylor was there, dl right,& rdquo; Chaffinch said. He looked perturbed. & ldquo;l
couldn& rsquo;t get asingle thing out of the man he talked to. Caa-gee! And worried. There& rsquo;s
something big going on, Letty, something cosmic, but | couldn& rsquo;t tell you what. We& rsquo;ll just
have to follow them to where they& rsquo;re going and find out.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Fine. We& rsquo;ll stake out the dock to see what gets loaded on the Sbyl so we know where
she& rsquo;s bound from here.& rdquo; She glanced at the clusters of spacers and pushed away from the
wall. &ldquo;We better get out of here before they see us and start to add up the coincidences. Y ou
want to get something to est first and spell me?& rdquo;

Chaffinch wrinkled hisnose. & [dquo;More fast food. Thethings| do for my art! & rdquo;

The clerk in the toy store had very kindly offered to have the presentsfor Alex sent directly to Bay 16.
Lani surrendered the boxes, plus the bag containing two cartons of Crunchynut bars for Shonaand
Chirwl. She couldn& rsquo;t wait to see Alex& rsquo;s reaction to the model spaceship and the soft toy
animaswith talk-chip mechanismsinsde. How was she ever going to endure the weeks of travel time
before she got back to Poxt and gave them to him?

She had gotten past being overwhemed by the magnificence of the entertainment center and the weight
of her other cares. It was difficult not to enjoy onesdlf in aplacelike this; the whole center was geared
toward having agood time. There were SO many stores, and every one of them was different. Lani felt as
if her catalogue mail dump had cometo life. Beautiful women and handsome men offered her miniature



flasks of cologne, Sips of exatic coffee, bites of pastry, plastic and metal trinkets. Not expecting
giveaways, she& rsquo;d had nothing in which to carry them. A store owner beckoned her over, andin
exchangefor Lani&rsquo;stour of her shop, she presented her with awoven carrier bag imprinted with
the shop& rsquo;sfish-on-a-bicyclelogo. Lani liked the logo so much she bought a casud shirt with the
same design on the front, her firs-ever purchase on her own, for hersdlf, and with her own money.

Clothes were the biggest attraction for Lani. Shona, who had very good taste, had taught her how to
dressin aflattering fashion using the few garments she had. Lani surveyed the clothes of women passing
by, trying to judge if what they had on would look good on her. Some new fads had come aong since
her last mail drop of catalogues. Girls and boys her age were wearing weird black belts studded with
long spikesthat kept them at arm& rsquo;s length from one another as they walked. Combat tutus, Lani
giggled to hersdf. Another style reveded parts of the body under clear plastic while therest of the
clothing was thickly opague. In some cases the effect was becoming, but the placement of the

& ldquo;windows& rdquo; seemed random. She found herself behind one woman whose entire derriere
was on view. Lani was clearly more embarrassed than she was, and hastily turned into the very next
sore.

&ldquo;Welcome to Arias Boutique,& rdquo; the doorjamb recited as she passed over the threshold.

&ldquo; Thank you,& rdquo; Lani murmured. In response to the musica chimestriggered by her
entrance, ayoung man emerged from the rear of the store. Lani looked at him, then glanced away,
blushing. He was very handsome, with big, dark blue eyes and long lashes.

&ldquo;Hello, pretty lady,& rdquo; he said with asmile. &ldquo;Can | help you?& rdquo; He gestured
toward racks and shelves of garments with the air of amagician reveaing wonders.

He may have been closeto awizard. Instead of the strange fads of the moment, most of the clothes on
display in Ariaswere cut dong linesthat caressed the figure, inviting one& rsquo;s eyeto linger instead of
being repelled. She was drawn at once to ashimmering blouse of rich red, but stopped short of touching
it.

& ldquo;Can |1 & mdash; ?& rdquo; she began, then lost her nerve.

&ldquo;Of course,& rdquo; the young man said, with agentle bowing of hislips. &ldquo;Y ou may try on
whatever you like. Our booths are very private.& rdquo;

That reassurance answered a question she didn& rsquo;t redlize she would have liked to ask. Shetried on
half adozen blouses of variousfabrics, adl injewe colors. A dark blue one of crisp lace attracted her on
the hanger but showed too much skin through the fine netting. She handed it out the door without aword.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re supposed to wear a bodysuit under it,& rdquo; the clerk said, looking at her hot
cheeks. His eyestwinkled as he turned away to get her another outfit.

None of the blouses or wraps quite suited. Back in her shipsuit, she wandered around the shop, idly
fingering an item on arack here, adisplay there. The young man smiled at her from adistance, keeping
an eye on her but not crowding. She thought he was very good at hisjob.

Sheglanced at business suits and tunics, dinner clothes, forma trousers, nightwear that ranged from
warm and com-fortable to virtually absent, never intended for mere degping. Then she saw the dress.

Like abeacon in the form of awoman, it flamed gold underneath the spotlight. Lani moved toward it like
adeepwalker. The young man was at her elbow in an instant.



&ldquo;Do you like it?& rdquo; he asked, holding out the gold-lame deeve for her to touch.

She nodded, lips parted, gazing at the lovely, smooth lines. She couldn& rsquo;t figure out how it had
been put together. There were no seams, but the fabric& hdlip;

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s wrinkled,& rdquo; she said, cocking her head at the clerk with aworried frown.
&ldquo;No, that& rsquo;sthe style of the fabric. It givesit texture. Try it on.&rdquo;

Lani hurried back to the booth while the clerk removed the dress from the mannequin. She dipped the
skirts over her head, fedling the crumpled fabric give just enough to pass over her shoulders and breasts,
then compress snugly around her waist. She stepped out of the booth and into acircle of mirrorsto look
a hersdf, feding the crigp skirts sweeping gently againgt her bare legs. The hem came down to the
middle of her calf, swirling like ashining cloud.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s exactly where it& rsquo;s supposed to fal,& rdquo; the young man said admirably.
&1dquo;Y ou& rsquo;re built likeamodd, Ms. Y ou look lovely in that.& rdquo;

He knelt to help her into matching shoes. Lani touched her thick hair, wishing it wastidy enough for the
dress. She had to admit she did look lovely. She& rsquo;d never seen anything like this beautiful,
gleaming gown that seemed asif it had been made just for her.

&ldquo;l&rsquo;ll buy it,& rdquo; she said impulsively, feding proud of her boldness. She& rsquo;d
managed to get the words out without stopping. Oh, Mamawould be pleased! Shonawas aways
encouraging her to indulge hersdlf, though Lani never did. And it was such a good dress, something she
wouldn& rsgquo;t be ashamed to wear in public. But where would she wesr it?

&1dquo;Oh, you couldn& rsquo;t afford that, Ms.,& rdquo; the clerk said, half-teasingly.
&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s five hundred sixty credits! & rdquo;

&ldquo;l&hdlip; | can,&rdquo; she said. &Idquo;Redly. Please.& rdquo;

The young man smirked alittle as he entered her account number on his screen. His amused expression
was abruptly replaced by open shock. Numerals marched across the screen in astraight line punctuated
only by commas. He erased it, then reentered the account number, more carefully. The sameline of
numbersfilled the screen from one side to the other. Lani knew what he was seeing. The value of deeds
for just one smdl continent on Kardawas worth hundreds of millions of credits. His mouth fell open.

&ldquo;Does your daddy own the whole planet?& rdquo; he asked, looking incredulous.

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Lani said, suddenly finding his discomfiture funny. She giggled. &ldquo;l
do.&rdquo;

He was positively respectful as he made out the receipt and wrapped up her package in gauzy paper and
placed it gently into abox.

&ldquo;l would be happy to bring your package to your ship, Ms.,&rdquo; he said.

&ldquo; Thank you, no,& rdquo; Lani said, watching him dip the dress box into a carrier bag. She was
disappointed. He had been so nice before, when he thought she was just a dazzled girl of modest means
browsing in the fancy shop. Once he& rsquo;d known she wasrich, he backed away from being warm
and personal. So that& rsquo;s what Eblich meant; in asmall way she was seeing what respect for wedlth
could do. And it was too bad, because she& rsquo;d liked the young man the way he was before. Maybe
other people would behave like that. Could she help Shona and Gershom by forcing respect for her



fortune?
She glanced at hiswrist chrono, and redlized it was nearly 1800.
&ldquo;l haveto go,&rdquo; she said. &ldquo; Thank you. Y ou were very helpful & rdquo;

The ardent looked regppeared for just amoment, and hislong lashes dipped seductively. Lani felt her
heart flutter and her cheeks redden. He smiled very politely, but it wasn& rsquo;t the same.

&ldguo;Come again, anytime, Ms. It was a pleasure to help you.& rdquo;

L ettitiacame out of thelift, scanning the crowd for Chaffinch. She saw him amoment later, hisarmsfull
of fast-food containers, nodding and smiling at a couple of young men who were enthralled to meet the
great Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye.

One of them held his parcels while he sgned an autograph, theji posed for pictures with them.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m so sorry,& rdquo; Lettitiasaid, hurrying up. She relieved the one man of the
containers and swept her free arm through Chaffinch& rsquo;s. & ldquo;Mr. L& rsquo; Saye hasto get to
his next assgnment. The news can&rsquo;t wait! See him on GV N, tonight! & rdquo;

&ldquo;We will,& rdquo; the two chorused.
&ldquo;Nice save,& rdquo; Chaffinch said. & ldquo;What have you got?& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s Polidice,& rdquo; she said. &ldquo; They& rsquo;re going to Polidice. Tons of
refrigerated crates on the dock, and the burly fellow arguing over dock feeswith your little fan.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What& rsquo;s so important about Polidice?& rdquo; Chaffinch wondered.

&ldquo;l don& rsgquo;t think our story& rsquo;s there,& rdquo; Letty said impatiently. & Idquo;1t& rsquo;s
where they& rsquo;re going afterward | want to know, but no one& rsquo;stalking. Look! & rdquo;

&ldquo;What?& rdquo;
L etty pointed. & ldquo; That& rsquo;s Taylor. Where& rsquo;s he going now?& rdquio;

Chaffinch squirmed. &ldquo; That girl, she& rsquo;s coming out of Ariaswith acouple of bags. He must
be meeting her.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t remember her from the docudrama. Who is she?& rdquo;

Assoon as Taylor and the girl were clear of the door, Letty hurried into the boutique with Chaffinch on
her heds.

&ldquo; That girl & rdquo; she said, pointing. & ldquo;What& rsquo;s her name?& rdquio;

The young man turned large, surprised eyes on her, then blushed. &dquo;l can&rsquo;t give you the
name of our customers.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Do you know who thisis?& rdquo; Letty said, gesturing behind her. & ldquo; Thisis Chaffinch
L& rsquo;Saye of GV N. [t&rsquo;s very important.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Mr. L& rsquo;Saye, it& rsquo;s a pleasure! & rdquo; the young man said, extending his hand.
Chaffinch clasped the hand, then moved closer to the desk to cover Letty& rsquo;s movements behind



him. One of the oldest tricksin the book, she thought as she entered commands to scroll up the computer
screen to the last purchase. Taxes, hmmm. Destination, none, purchase taken with customer,
hmmm& hdlip;

&ldquo;Y ou know we& rsgquo;ve been herefor afew days,& rdquo; Chaffinch was saying.

& ldquo;We& rsgquo;ve been interviewing alot of the area merchants, trying to get ahandle on how things
arein what used to be aremote corner of space. Now, thisisavery exclusive shop. Ariasis known for
being pricey. Do you think you& rsquo;re doing well in thislocation?& rdquo;

The young man& rsquo;s face was flushed with pleasure. &ldquo; Y es, sir. Thisisour busy time, the last
few weeks of every season. There are more spacers here a quarter-ending than at& mdash; & rdquo;

&ldquo;Leilani Taylor! Got it!& rdquo; Letty exclaimed, hitting the Escape key. & ldquo;Come on,
Chaffinch.& rdquo; Redlizing he& rsquo;d been tricked, the clerk looked stricken, and L& rsquo; Saye
pumped his hand.

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve been very helpful, young man. | promise you, youé& rsquo;ve helped the cause of
investigative journalism more than you can ever know. Thank you.& rdquo;

Oncethey had broken the encryption on the data banks, there was no difficulty in calling up each
message, viewing it, and then discarding it. Ladovard sifted patiently through the files, confirming each
transmission to one of the dummy numbers used by the Taylors, and each reply sent on from the actua
number, decoded right in this single beacon. Why the GBI used a system that was so easily penetrated he
couldn& rsgquo;t guess. Surely someone in their ranks had more imagination& mdash;but no, not
necessarily. In forty yearsthey had never caught asniff or aglimpse of him, and he had carried out some
of hisassgnmentsright under their noses. The GBI didn& rsquo;t so much as know what he looked like.
He had long ago wiped his records from the Central Records Office memory, from just such abeacon as
thisone. Anather indignity modern technology had thrust upon humanity: with the advent of computer
communication networks there was no privacy, no security, and above all, no secrets, except those
which never were entered on the net.

&ldquo;No ideawhere they went, sir,& rdquo; Pogue said. He had been reticent since his blunder, and
was assiduoudly trying to make up for it. & ldquo;Sixty transmissons checked, and no referenceto a
degtination.& rdquo;

Ladovard nodded. & ldquo; Start checking landing and docking records. Ships can pass unnoticed while
they& rsquo;re flying, but as soon as they wish to land somewhere, they must create arecord. Find
it.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, Sr.&rdquo;

It took a cash bribe to get their takeoff moved up to the next dot after the Sbyl& rsquo;s, plusal of
Chaffinch& rsquo;s charm. & ldquo; The news can& rsquo;t wait,& rdquo; he reminded the operator, agirl
with golden skin. She reddened dightly to bronze as he leaned in toward the video pickup. Out of sight of
the camera, Lettitiarolled her eyes. It worked; it dways did. She punched out of the landing bay as
quickly as she could once they got the go-ahead.

&ldquo;Did you get anything more out of the research library?& rdquo; she asked.

&ldquo;Not athing,& rdquo; L& rsquo;Saye said, checking his shock beltswith thetips of hisfingers. He
was paranoid about the webbing coming loose and propelling him ether forward or backward into the
metal bulkheads. & |dquo; They were scared, redlly scared. | couldn& rsquo;t get asniff of what Taylor
was there for. Soon& rsquo;s we& rsquo;re clear, 1& rsquo;m going on beam all the same. Where that



shipis, and where it goes, is news. He& rsquo;s working on something big.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou can hint at something big,&rdquo; Lettitiasaid. & Idquo;Well, eveniif it turnsout to bea
bust, maybe we can get an interview with Taylor at his next stop. | got in touch with the producer of that
video about them, but she wouldn& rsquo;t give me an address or acomm number for them. Wantsto
keep the whole thing exclusive.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t stop the people,& rdquo; Chaffinch said. &1dquo; They have aright to know.
And we are the people. 1&rsgquo;m going to go get made up.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Great,& rdquo; Lettitiasaid. & ldguo;We can bounce this off the beacon right here. 1t& rsquo;l|
feed Zedari immediately, and every repester in the galaxy will pick it up next. 1&rsquo;ll message GVN
on asquirt and tell them we& rsquo;re onto something.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Good day, ladies and gentlemen.& rdquo; The famousimage smiled into the tri-dee camera
&ldquo;l & rsquo;m Chaffinch L& rsquo; Saye, on assgnment for GVN in the Zedari sector.

&ldquo;Y ou may recall Shona and Gershom Taylor, the brave spacers who three years ago uncovered
the heinous plot to kill off thousands of Corporation colonists usng germ warfare. Y ou see me now just
departing Zedari Station, onthetrail of their ship, the Sbyl .&rdquo; Lettitia edited in astock shot of a
scout ship detaching from adocking ring, then a captioned picture of the Taylors, taken from the GG
archives. Chaffinch& rsquo;s voice continued over the images. & ldquo;We believe the doughty crew may
be on another mission of mercy. Captain Taylor caled in a Zedari Station just last shift to glean
informeation from the public information database, which will most likely be used to prevent a

disaster.& rdquo; The camerareturned to Chaffinch, and he favored it with asincere, concerned gaze.
&ldquo;Will he be able to reach his destination in time? For security reasons we are withholding the
subject of Taylor&rsquo;sinquiry& helip;& rdquo;

Behind the camera, Lettitia pulled at her nose, pretending that it was growing afoot long.
Chaffinch& rsquo;s eydids lowered dightly, but he made no other sign he could see her. He concentrated
onthelens.

&ldquo;& helip; but you may be sure that we are looking further into this matter. Chaffinch
L&rsquo;Saye, for GVN.&rdquo;

L adovard& rsquo;s two assistants spoke almost at once.

&ldquo;Sir, | have the Sbyl& rsquo;t& rdquo; Emile said, her narrow face dight. & ldquo;She& rsquo;s
recorded as docking at Zedari Station! & rdquo;

&1dquo;Sir, listen to thisl & rdquo; Pogue said, a a console across the room. Since the murdered
technicians had no further use for their equipment, it seemed only sensible to Ladovard for histeam to
make use of it. & ldquo;Open broadcast, five keywords. 1t& rsquo;s them.& rdquo; Pogue pushed a
button, and the large screen over his head displayed the head of a handsome, dark-skinned man with
brilliant white teeth.

&ldquo;& hdlip; For security reasons, we are withholding the subject of Taylor& rsquo;sinquiry. A
spokesman for the Central Records Office refused to comment& hellip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Very good! & rdquo; Ladovard said. & Idquo;Good timing as well as good fortune. The Sbyl is
only asingle beacon away.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Should we find their vector and follow them, sir?& rdquo; Pogue asked.



&ldquo;No. Not yet. We don& rsquo;t know where they& rsquo;re going. What transmissions have you
located?& rdquo; Ladovard asked Emile.

&ldquo;Following sixty per cent of al keywords and on-file comm numbers, | have seven outgoing
transmissions to four known accommodation codes plus one | hadn& rsquo;t seen before, al datamarked
two to three weeks ago, two different beacons. The recipients are mostly public numbers: two shipping
companies, MarsBank One, Child Wdfare Bureau of Mars, and | am till waiting to identify the others,
ar. The stranger islikely to be the news reporter, sir.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Save that one. It may be useful to audit their transmissions about the Shyl. And that isal? None
of the personal correspondents?& rdquio;

&ldquo;No, sir. Not for severd weeks.& rdquo; Emile did away from the console to show him.

&ldquo;Most uncharacterigtic. That worries me,& rdquo; Ladovard said, pinching histhin lower lip
between thumb and forefinger. He whirled and pointed at Pogue. & ldquo;No. We don& rsquo;t follow
them. Find out wherethe Sbyl came from.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Sir,& rdquo; Pogue said, and went back to his screen, though he looked confused. He began
entering code.

Within hoursthe Zedari Station docking computer downloaded their active filesinto the beacon& rsquo;s
memory. The darm sounded, waking Ladovard from alight deep. Emile was adeep in the corner, thin
limbsfolded up closeto her body like a discarded marionette. Pogue was out of it, leaning backward in
his chair with his heels on the console. The bounty hunter dapped the soles of his employee& rsquo;s feet
towake him.

& ldquo;Report,& rdquo; he snapped.

Pogue was awake in an instant, feet down, fingers running over the keyboard. The screen flashed from
one datafile to another. He scanned them until he saw the one he wanted, then froze it. & [dquo;She
came from Poxt, Sr. Isn&rsquo;t that the extraterrestrial homeland? She& rsquo;s going to
Polidice.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, & rdquo; Ladovard said, pleased. In her corner, Emilerose asif oninvisible stringsand
stalked over to see what they were doing. He turned to her and barked orders. &Idquo;Back onto the
ship. We& rsquo;re bound for Poxt.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Sir'&rdquo; Emile said, her face expressionless.

& ldquo;Poxt?& rdquo; Pogue asked. &ldquo;Shona Taylor is going to Polidice.& rdquo;
&ldquo; She& rsquo;s not on that ship,& rdquo; Ladovard said.

&ldquo;Sir?& rdquo;

&ldquo; The Sbyl, out in space for severa weeks& rsquo; trangit, but not asingle persona messagein
that whole time? This does not fit the behaviora profile we& rsquo;ve built up for over ayear now, and |
refuse to countenance a persondity change of that magnitude. Either that woman is on that ship and
she& rsquo;s dead or unconscious, or sheisnot on that ship.&rdquo;

&ldquo;But it& rsquo;s going to Polidice. A misson of mercy, that reporter said.&rdquo;

&ldquo;A ploy. They& rsquo;ve been canny enough to midead us before, but Taylor can& rsquo;t



change the facts. She has an ottle. Poxt isthe ottle homeworld. The Sbyl isnot transmitting constant
streams of friendly babble as it always does when she& rsquo;s aboard. There may be some errand on
Polidice, but it has nothing to do with her. They left her on Poxt. We go to Poxt. Any argument?& rdquio;

Pogue stared, then scrambled up and headed for the airlock. Emile was already there waiting for them.
&ldquo;No, sr.&rdquo;

&ldquo; It isour opinion, therefore,& rdquo; MissaV olk& rsquo;simage reiterated from the video screen,
&ldquo;that there is no security breach at thistime. However, we ask for your advice regarding how to
handle Shona Taylor. It is possible that she may come to an independent conclusion regarding the source
of the & squo;aging plague,& rsquo; and may even make her own determination how to halt it. Although
shewas not an origina part of the project, her experience and intelligence could be of useto us.
Therefore, | would appreciate hearing from you as to whether you would approve an expenditure that
would serve as afeeto buy her cooperation and confidentidity.& rdquo;

LabCor president Amir Eleniak settled back into his black leather armchair and tented hisfingers
together. The shining hide was anice match for his glossy black hair.

&ldquo;lt isvery difficult to admit to having made amistake,& rdquo; he said to the vice-president in
charge of procurement. &ldquo;l wouldné& rsquo;t have thought that Dr. VVolk would cry uncle.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Nor would I, Amir,& rdquo; said the vice-president, who was his brother Sgjjid, and strongly
resembled him. & ldquo;Sheis very proud. If shethinksthat this Dr. Taylor would be aboon to the
project, | would say go ahead and hire her. It sounds asif she may be doing part of Volk& rsquo;swork
for her already. Particularly we should do it before she accidentally exposesthe research. It isour grest
good luck that such an error occurred in a place where the local government is so eager to avoid GG
interferences that they are letting an independent take a hand.& rdquio;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s my thought, too,& rdquo; Amir said. He stretched out a hand across the onyx
desktop toward a textured panel of studs, and pressed one.

&ldquo;Franz,& rdquo; he said to the young blond man who entered the office. & ldquo;l want a
datacube with secrecy clauses made up. Thumbprint platen, please.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Sir.& rdquo; The corner of the secretary& rsquo;s mouth twitched with supressed agitation.
&ldquo;Sir, | think you should put on the beacon news video.& rdquo;

Amir raised an eyebrow, but leaned forward for another button.

A sheet of paneling did discreetly behind another, and the screen behind it moved forward dightly. A
dark-skinned man with red highlightsin hishair was spesking. Hisimage was replaced first by that of a
ship, then of aman and awoman. Thetext at the bottom of the third scene read & ldquo; Shonaand
Gershom Taylor.&rdquo;

&ldquo;& hdlip; We believe the doughty crew may be on another misson of mercy. Captain Taylor
cdledin a Zedari Station just last shift to glean information from the public information database, which
will mogt likely be used to prevent adisaster. Will& hellip;& rdquo;

Sgjid&rsquo;s fist dammed down on the desktop.

&ldquo;lsthisarepeat?& rdquo; Amir asked Franz. &Idguo;Did the reporter mention LabCor, or the
research station?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, sr.&rdquo;



&ldguo; Then he doesn& rsquo;t know about it,& rdquo; Sgjjid said definitely. & [dquo;Our juvenology
process will be big newswhen it breaks.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t want word of the nanovirusto be made public,& rdquo; Amir said, hiseyes
flashing. & dquo;And | do not want this woman to make the connection between her & 1squo;aging
plague& rsquo; and the experiments. She cannot be trusted to maintain security. Volk iswrong.& rdquo;

&ldquo;A known snoop,& rdquo; Sgjid said smoothly, asif he had never urged his brother to hirethe
woman in thefirst place. Amir glanced a him. & dquo;!f her involvement is made public, it will erode
confidence in our product when it isfinally available on the open market.& rdquo;

&ldguo;And now dl eyeswill be on Poxt,& rdquo; Amir said, narrowing his eyes. Hisfingertips drew
together again asif magnetized. &1dquo;She must be stopped.& rdquo; He turned to Sgjjid. & ldquo;Go
yoursdlf. Prevent this from becoming an embarrassment. | will notify Volk.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Puffery,& rdquo; sneered Verdadero, watching the GVN news report in the prison common
room. &ldquo;Mission of mercy, indeed.& rdquo; He eyed the comm console undernegth the main
screen. It was operated by atrusty, one whom Verdadero had approached and found incorruptible.
Consequently, he& rsquo;d have to employ a more subtle method to communicate his next move.

&ldquo;Will we dinein our room, Y our Mg esty?& rdquo; asked Duncan, his broad face splitin an
insufferable grin.

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t wish to put you to any trouble, Mr. Duncan.& rdquo;

Verdadero said, favoring him with a pleasant smile. &ldquo;If 1 could stay here for awhile, | would
appreciate it.& rdquo;

Duncan glanced at the trusty, who was changing the video input from GV N to atwo-dee movie from Old
Earth. & Idquo;Forget it. Y ou won& rsgquo;t get any change out of him, Jaci.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l assure you, Mr. Duncan,& rdquo; Verdadero said, & ldquo;you won& rsquo;t see or hear me
exchange asingle word with him.& rdquo; He looked down at hisill-fitting prison garb. How unpleasant it
was, he thought, to wear such acostume, intended to deprecate. Though clad in the same fabrics asthe
prisoners, the guards were deliberately dressed in tailored, better-cut uniformsthat defined them asthe
masters. After awhile, most of the prisoners began to act in a submissive fashion; and even timid men
dressed in guards& rsquio; attire eventual ly took on the characteristics of the dominators and were
accepted as such. Even if neither prisoner nor jailor believed in the charade, each of them played his part
effectively. Duncan, satisfied that he had cowed his charge once again, retired to the far side of the room
to speak to another guard. The moment his back was turned, Verdadero caught Domitio& rsquo;s eye.

The other inmate nodded his round head. His black hair was amere quarter centimeter long, and his
facid hair covered hisjaw and upper lip, so that the small dark eyes peered out of ahorizonta patch like
awhite domino mask. Domitio was at home here. He knew the system and worked well withiniit.
Helpful, because he was sentenced to life imprisonment. Useful, because Verdadero needed his
expertise. Whatever small favors he& rsquo;d been able to do for Domitio, he had done. Now it was
timefor the payoff.

&ldquo;Y ou, you high-nosed pansy, what are you looking at?& rdquo; Domitio came over from thewall
and poked ahand at V erdadero& rsquo;s chest.

&ldquo;One must look at something,& rdquo; Verdadero said, without raising hisvoice. &ldquo;Y ou
were in the sweep of my vison.&rdquo;



&ldgquo;Howé& rsquo;d you like to have your vision swept across the floor?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Now, now, man, is this necessary?& rdquo; V erdadero asked, with the combination of stedl and
slk he& rsquo;d used to terrify his employees. Ashe& rsquo;d calculated, it enraged the lifer, who picked
him up bodily by the front of histunic.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll say what& rsquo;s necessary and what& rsquo;s not,& rdquo; Domitio growled ina
low tone.

&ldquo;l have done you no harm,&rdquo; Verdadero said, inasimilarly low tone.
&ldquo;l&rsquo;m in charge here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Cal today, tell Schauer to accelerate the program,& rdquo; Verdadero said in the same
reasonable voice, but low enough so no one else could hear. &ldquo; The Sbyl must be seized as soon
asit lands anywhere.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Gotcha. Y ou dusty coward,& rdquo; Domitio said, throwing him back onto the bench. By now
the guards had noticed the fracas in the middie of the room and were coming to bresk it up. Three of
them grabbed Domitio around the arms and the neck and pulled him away from Verdadero.

& ldguo;Don& rsquo;t get in my face again! & rdquo; he warned the former executive, shaking athick
finger & him. Hewas removed, struggling, amidst the shuffling guards.

&ldquo;Wdll, Jaci, you sure do rub people the wrong way,& rdquo; Duncan said, appearing at his elbow.
&1dquo;C& rsquo;mon, 1&rsquo;ll bring your lunch to your cell. Table for one?& rdquo;

&ldquo;! think now that would be very nice,& rdquo; Verdadero said, rising and falling in beside his
so-called rescuer. Shona Taylor was on her way to an assgnment. He was grateful to the GVN reporter
for keeping arunning tab on her whereabouts. Domitio would pass the word to Schauer, avice-president
of MarsBank, who still owned Verdadero many favors from times past. When he foreclosed on the
ship& rsquo;s mortgage, the Taylors would be trapped wherever they were, without means of escape. It
would make it so much eader for the anonymous bounty hunter who had answered hislatest
advertisement to find them and diminate them.

He sat down to hislunch with agood appetite.
12

The Sbyl cleared Zedari effortlesdy and made her way out through the mass of spacecraft into clear
gpace. Traffic was heavy, so Gershom had to monitor the autopilot program, often going to manua to
keep from colliding with other ships. The proximity darm went off twice. Firgt, ahuge freighter came out
of warp too fast and too close to the space station. There wasn& rsquo;t time to be frightened before the
behemoth veered away in aparabola, missing the gation and al the smdler craft. By then Gershom and
every other pilot in the vicinity whose darms had gone off had fled around the perimeter of the great
whed, out of harm& rsquo;sway.

Lani had barely relaxed when another ship rode up too closely on their tail departing Zedari& rsquo;s
restricted space. Gershom turned on the rear external pickups to see a handsome new scout ship visibly
dumping velocity, its Sde retrosfiring out into space.

&ldguo;Hot-dogs,& rdquo; Eblich complained sourly, dapping off the darm. & ldquo;What esedid you
get for your birthday, en?& rdquo; Gershom shook his head.



&ldguo;Maybe it& rsquo;s his shakedown cruise,& rdquo; he said generoudly.
&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t care. He& rsquo;s a hot-dog.& rdquio;
&ldgquo;We& rsquo;re intact,& rdquo; Gershom said. &Idquo;And we& rsquo;re on our way.& rdquo;

As s0on as the navigation tank began to caculate the first warp jump, Gershom twisted his head around
inhisseet tosmileat Lani.

&ldquo; The fruit for Polidiceis apremium load,& rdquo; he said happily. &ldquo;We get a speed bonus
for every day under ten that we can beat. | think | can get ustherein six daysflat. And it won& rsquo;t
take usaday longer to get back to Poxt, because by going thisway we& rsquo;re missing anomdiesthat
we& rsquo;d otherwise have to jump around.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Good! & rdquo; Lani said, smiling at him. It was good to see him fedling optimistic. He grinned
back, and patted her on the arm as he stood up.

&ldquo;Kai, let& rsquo;s go over the manifests, dl right? Eblich, the connisyours. We& rsquo;ll be &ft.
Let meknow if there& rsquo;s any problems. We jump in about four hours.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Right,& rdquo; said the co-pilot, punching buttons so that the main controls it up under his hands.
Lani waited until the other two men werewell out of hearing before she crept forward and sat in the
pilot& rsquo;s seet beside him.

&ldquo;Eblich?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, little one?& rdquo; The navigator turned his head to smile shyly at her.
&ldquo;l was thinking. 1& rsquo;m worried about Mama and Papa.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Uh-huh. What?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, this run. We should go right back to Mama Shona, and we can& rsquo;t because of the
money Papa needs to get from this cargo, right?& rdquo;

Eblich settled in his crash couch and tilted his head back to look at the celling. &ldquo; That& rsquo;s
about right.& rdquio;

&ldquo;But why?When | can pay for fuel or anything with no trouble.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Gershom and us, we& rsquo;re used to doing for ourselves, dear,& rdquo; he said.

&ldquo;But just now it& rsquo;s harder,& rdquo; Lani said, trying to frame her question. &dquo;Until
things are better, why would it be bad to take money from me?| want to. | lovethem. | love
you.& rdquo; The bald statement escaped her lips before she could stop it, and she blushed.

Eblich turned his head to look at her fondly. &ldquo;l know, little one. | can& rsquo;t go againgt my
captain& rsgquo;s wishes, but since you ask, 1& rsquo;d say to get in touch with Harry Elliott at
MarsBank.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Uncle Harry?& rdquio;
&ldquo;Um-hm.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Why? My credit isopen. | can pay for things now.& rdquo;



&ldguo;Nope. Gershom and Dr. Shona can& rsquo;t take your money direct no matter when.
Nohow.& rdquo;

Lani gawked a him. & ldquo;Why not?& rdquo;

Eblich made adecision. He sat up and took her hands between his. The pamswere dry and scratchy,
but warm. & ldquo;Because that& rsquo;s what people think they want to adopt you for.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But it& rsquo;s not true.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Of courseit&rsquo;s not, but people think that way. | & rsquo;m not supposed to talk about it,

S0 you& rsquo;re not hearing it.& rdgquo; He shot a glance down the corridor, and Lani leaned close so he
wouldn&rsquo;t haveto talk loud. & Idquo; The Child Wefare Bureau keeps getting nosy-business briefs
to keep Gershom and Dr. Shona from adopting you find, because they think you& rsquo;re apiggy bank
the Taylors can shake any time they& rsquo;re broke. Too convenient. One of & lsquo;em& rsquo;s
offered to take you himsalf so we won& rsquo;t have you.& rdquo; He let her go and sat back, gasping a
little a having delivered such along speech.

Lani was speechless with outrage. & ldquo;But couldn& rsquo;t those people want me for the same
reason?& rdquo;

Eblich, silently, wearing aknowing expression, tapped the Sde of hisnose with aforefinger.

&ldquo;So that& rsquo;sit,& rdquo; Lani said, planting her chinin the pam of her hand. &ldquo;And
they couldn& rsquo;t tell me.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No.& rdquo;
&1dquo;So what can | do?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y our money& rsquo;s got power you can use. If the captain won& rsquo;t take the money from
you direct, and he can& rsquo;t, then you buy the mortgage from the bank, and you don& rsquo;t
foreclose when the payments are late. Y ou& rsquo;re not giving them athing, but then no one& rsquo;s
taking anything from them. That& rsquo;swhat Harry Elliott can do for you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Why,& rdquo; Lani sammered, feding delight dawning at the smplicity of it dl,
&ldquo;that& rsquo;s wonderful! [t&rsquo;sided. Y es & rdquo;

&ldquo;Glad you likeit. We& rsquo;re still near the beacon. Y ou can send asquirt to himto do it right
away.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s expensivel & rdquo; Lani explained.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s the power of money, lass. Y ou mean business. The bankers& rsquo;ll respect that.
Send to him and tell him what you want. 1& rsquo;ll go aft and keep Gershom out of your way while you
doit.&rdquo;

&ldquo;But | don& rsquo;t know what to say,& rdquo; Lani said anxioudy. Shefdt very smdl inthe
captain& rsquo;s chair, and drew her hands and knees together.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll tell you,& rdquo; Eblich said, running afingertip over the board to bring up the
communications program. & ldquo;But you& rsquo;re going to have to do the talking.& rdquo;

Lani stared at her reflection in the screen for half an hour before she wasfindly able to bring hersdf to



record her message. Eblich&rsquo;s carefully written speech rolled in large, clear print across the bottom
of the screen for her to read doud. Shelet it run through once more before she pushed the button.

&ldquo;To Mr. Harry Elliott, from Leilani Taylor. | wish to purchase the mortgage obligation for the
trading ship Sbyl, contract number 3342801 stroke A 9845 dash four from MarsBank. | offer full
payment for the current outstanding baance plus any reasonable fees for the immediate transfer of the
title to me. This message gives you permisson to make this purchase on my behdf. | trust you will treet
the matter as entirely confidentia. My credit account number isin your files.& rdquo; Sheread the
technica description of the purchase proposa straight off the teleprompter without understanding aword.
Mercifully, she didn& rsguo;t sumble over asingle syllable, and her voice kept going strong throughot.
Her throat only threatened to squeak very close to the end of the message.

&ldquo;l would appreciate an immediate reply by return squirt. | authorize you to use my communication
account for the expenditure,& rdquo; Lani finished, then blurted, & Idquo;Lellani out.& rdquo; She leaned
forward and punched the button to Send, then sat back breathing quickly. She& rsquo;d never done
anything so bold in her life. She wished desperately she could go and tell Gershom about it, but

she& rsquo;d doneit for him, and for Shona, so he mustn& rsquo;t know. She clutched the secret to her
like ateddy bear, and crept back to her little cabin to think about what she& rsquo;d say to them when
she got the good news.

Thelight on the top of the lockdown on Ladovard& rsquo;s control console flared red. He removed the
datacube from its niche, and popped it into the reader at hisright side.

&ldguo;How convenient,& rdquo; he said, peering at the readout. & ldquo; They& rsquo;releaving usa
trail of messages.&rdquo; His blunt-tipped fingers tapped out acommand on hiskeypad, transferring the
datato Emile& rsquo;s console.

&ldquo;MarsBank,& rdquo; Emile confirmed, glancing up from her reader. &ldquo;Still no persond
number.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Then we continue on to Poxt as planned,& rdquo; Ladovard said.

Lani waited impatiently by her smal personad communications unit for the ship to emerge from warp. As
soon asthey had reentered normal space, Gershom signaded an All Clear. Immediately Lina booted up
the comm program and entered her number. They weren& rsquo;t as close to a beacon as they had been
at the space gation, so it was along time until the line-of-sight connection was made.

Therewas no news. Uncle Harry had all the coordinates for the jump stops from Zedari to Polidice. Lani
checked her copy of the message she& rsquo;d sent him again and again to make sure. Either he

hadn& rsquo;t gotten her urgent note yet, or he didn& rsquo;t have areply. It was going to be hard to
wait. Perhapsin the next one.

Six timesthe Sbyl bounded in and out of warp. Each time, Lani checked in on the net, and each time she
was disappointed.

&ldquo;We& rsquo;rein warp for so long, and out of it such ashort time, my mail might be missng
me,& rdquo; shefretted to Eblich when they were done.

&ldquo;It&rsquo;ll be at Polidice,& rdquo; he assured her. & dquo;Why would Elliott take achance on
missing you in between?& rdquio;

&ldquo;lf I got good news we wouldné& rsquo;t have to go to Palidice,& rdquo; Lani complained.



&ldguo;Now, you have to leave aman his pride,& rdquo; Eblich said. & dquo;Gershom& rsquo;s
contracted to ddiver the shipment, so he will. | wouldn& rsquo;t tell him dl at once, now. Keep
it.&rdquo;

Lani had no choice but to agree.

Six daysout of Zedari Station, the Shyl broke warp outside the heliopause of astar system with asmall
ydlow gar at its hub. Gershom and the others burst out into cheers as the computer confirmed that the
sun and its planets were indeed the Polidice system.

&ldgquo;Wedid it, folks,& rdquo; Gershom said smugly. & ldquo;Four days& rsquo; worth of speed
bonus! & rdquo;

&ldquo;Nearly shook the ship apart,& rdquo; 1vo complained. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m gonna have to use
part of the bonus for repairs.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Liveit up,&rdquo; Gershom said happily. & ldquo;Whatever it takes. All | need isenough to
make this month& rsquo;s payment to the bank, and we can whoop it up with the rest. There& rsquo;ll be
the other haf of our fee from Governor Home when we get to Poxt. At thisrate, we& rsquo;ll be earlier
than expected! & rdquo;

&ldquo;Bravol & rdquo; said Kai, applauding.

A Klaxon blared from the pandl. Eblich looked down.

&ldguo;Proximity aarm,&rdquo; he said.

&ldquo;Where?& rdquo; Gershom asked, switching the controls to enhanced manud.

&ldquo; Thirty-five degrees off starboard,& rdquo; Eblich said. He punched up the command to put on
the exterior video pickup. Gershom nudged the ship to port and down through the plane of the ecliptic,
but the alarm continued to sound.

&ldquo;lt& rsquo;s that ship,&rdquo; Kal said, studying the screen. & ldquo; The one that nearly rammed
us off Zedari.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Impossible,& rdquo; Gershom said. & dquo; It can& rsquo;t be the same one.& rdquio;

&ldquo;lt sureis&rdquo; Ivo said definitely. & ldquo; That new scout, white with acolored sedl on each
flank. That& rsquo;sit.&rdquo;

&ldquo;lt is,&rdquo; Eblich confirmed, his mouth small and tight. & Idquo;Not the same one as Venturi,
though.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Two different ns,&rdquo; Gershom said. Lani behind him, let out asmal gasp. He could
see her big eyesreflected in the navigation tank. &ldquo;Don& rsquo;t worry, sweetheart. They
can& rsguo;t catch us.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1 & rsquo;m reading a big power source on board,& rdquo; Ivo said, checking the telemetry
station. He reached over one big arm, and unbuckled his harness with the other hand. &Idquo;1 & rsquo;m
hesting up the asteroid probe.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Do it,& rdquo; Gershom said. His senses sharpened so that he was aware of every sound inthe
ship. Hefound he was watching three things at once: the navigation tank, the intruder on screen, and his



own crew asthey prepared to fight.

The other craft was adeek job. No ports or ungainly hatches broke the lines to show where its weapons
were hidden, leaving Ivo without obvious targets. This pilot was as good as the other had been. Gershom
hoped that hisluck would hold out again. He put the Sbyl on full manuad and started evasive maneuvers,
but the enemy stayed right with him al the way through a difficult loop and thrust. Kai cursed colorfully
over the shrieking of the Sbyl& rsquo; s engines. Her increased mass was interfering with

Gershomé& rsquo;s long-honed techniques of maneu-vering. One day, Gershom vowed, if they survived
this, he was going to have to take the ship somewhere and practice hard turns until he got used to her
increased weight and Size.

Inertia pressed them all back in their sests as he increased accdleration. Ivo wasflat againgt the bulkhead,
holding on by main strength to the bars at the third pilot sation. Lani wasamost invisible behind him,
clutching her shock webbing with frightened fingers. Gershom felt histeeth rattling as he cut in the port
engines and spun to starboard 180 degrees dmost on hisfins. To hisdismay the white ship followed
close behind, missing turning in Gershom& rsquo;s wake by only afew hundred kilometers.

&ldquo;What isthis, sky ballet?& rdquo; Ka demanded.

&ldquo;Power source on board building,& rdquo; Ivo said, peering at the scopes. & ldquo;Are they
waiting to get in close for the kill 2& rdquo;

& ldquo;Wantsto see our faces,& rdquo; Ka said. Gershom vowed the intruder wouldné& rsquo;t get a
chance to do that.

He scanned the tank for hiding places. The nearest planet of the system was not far away. They were
lucky the wanderer wasin this point of its two-hundred-year orbit, ready to provide cover for the Sbyl.
No, wait, there was an asteroid bt only afew million milesfarther in toward the sun. Gershom increased
acceleration, keeping his path erratic to prevent an easy shot up their rockets from behind.

The intruder seemed to become aware that the Sbyl was heading for the safety of the asteroid belt, and
was pouring on speed to overtake her. Gershom had too good a head start. He was going to get among
the giant& rsquo;s dance of space debrisfirst.

& ldquo;Power getting higher,& rdquo; 1vo said. &1dquo;l & rsquo;m picking up high-frequency toneson
board her. Higher, higher& hellip;& rdquo;

The laser! Forcing his ship to go faster dmost by hisvery will, Gershom laid on the last erg of speed the
Sbyl had in her, and swooped into the asteroid field. Once past the first shard of broken rock, he made
asharp downward curve to port. The white ship couldn& rsquo;t have touched them with alaser beam,
not unless they& rsquo;d taught one to go around multiple corners. He prayed she didn& rsquo;t have
missles

Now the Sbhyl wasin as much danger from spinning rocks as she was from the ship behind her. What
little light had been coming from the distant star was cut off dmost completdly by the network of
asteroids. The Sbyl was surrounded by faint, shifting shadows in the dark; ominous, and silent. Gershom
et the navigation controls on enhanced manud, letting the computer help him guide the scout through the
obstacles. Each asteroid had its own velocity and path, set in motion abillion years ago. Gershom could
only hope the computer-modeling program would be able to pick up the gravity wells of each large body,
and figure out where it bent space to guide the passage of smaller objects, and so on down to particles
smaller than sand, so he could maneuver between them.

Tiny pieces of stone tapped on the video pickups and the portholes. Occasiondly athump warned them



that alarger fragment, maybe fist-sized, had rammed them. Gershom glanced over his shoulder to Ivo,
who had settled himsdlf in with the probe controls, shivering advancing asteroids into harmless pieces, or
diverting them off to one side. Smithereensricocheted dangeroudly off the huge turning bouldersto either
side, and pocked the soft protective coating on the Sbyl& rsquo; s hull. Gershom felt swest rolling down
the center of his back.

& ldquo; She& rsquo;s coming in,& rdquo; Eblich warned, pointing at ared light behind them on thefield
scanner.

There could be no mistake. No other power source existed for billions of milesin any other direction.
Gershom refused to believe in achance-met miner, or aweathy hermit occupying a hollowed-out
meteor. The white ship had followed their energy traces. It couldn& rsquo;t catch themin this, but by the
same token, neither could Gershom put on aburst of speed and get away.

Abruptly, they spilled out into along, irregular hollow, created while asteroids that normally occupied
those spaces were momentarily el sewhere. Gershom negotiated the gap as swiftly as possible, monitoring
the red blip behind them. Suddenly, it too was |oose in the free space, closing the gap. Recklesdy, the
pilot swerved upward aong the y-axis of his navigation tank, dipping between two jagged rocks each the
gze of amoon. Thewhite ship hesitated, giving Gershom agood lead. He wound hisway through the
maze heedless of the dangersto either sde of him, seeing only the gaps that opened and closed ahead of
him, timing his passage so that the rocks did by just behind histail. They saw flashes of white getting
smadler and smaller in the rear-pointing viewscreen.

&ldquo; Start calculating,& rdquo; he said to Eblich. &ldquo;We don& rsquo;t need along jump, just
something that& rsquo;ll get us out of here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;From what point?& rdquo; the co-pilot asked, hands flying over the keyboard.

Gershom glanced at the telemetry computer. & ldquo;A thousand klicks ahead,& rdquo; he said.
&ldquo;If we& rsquo;re not completely clear yet, too bad. 1&rsquo;d rather be blown gpart jumping than
boiled in my skin by alaser.&rdquo;

&ldquo;L ousy choice,&rdquo; Ivo grumbled.

A shard of planetoid five hundred meters across suddenly cartwhedled into their path. Lani let out atiny
shriek. Gershom had to burn rockets hard on the port side and under to avoid it. They veered starboard
into the crater of atoroid moonlet. He fancied he could see the wreckage of another ship scattered
acrossits surface. Ivo fired the mining probe and agray asteroid burst into silver sparks. They flew
through the shower. Gershom shook his head to clear hisvison.

&ldquo;Coming up fast,& rdquo; Ivo snapped. The red blip was back on the near scope, and closing in
on them.

& ldquo;What?& rdquo; Ka said. & ldquo; They must be drilling straight through the asteroids, not
ducking them. Jump! & rdquio;

&ldquo;Not yet,& rdquo; Eblich said, watching the small screen. & ldquo;Not ready. A hundred klicksto
go. Eighty. Sixty. Forty. Twenty.& rdquo; Clear space appeared ahead, the tiny points of stars glowing
steadily. Suddenly, they were surrounded by the myriad lights. The darkness dropped behind them.

&ldquo;We& rsquo;re out of the belt! & rdquo; Gershom yelled.
&ldquo;Mark! & rdquo; Their heads were flung back againgt the shock padding asthe ship accelerated



into warp. Gershom gritted histeeth againgt the juddering of his ship.

&ldquo; Stay with him,& rdquo; Chaffinch said, arcing hisbody to theright as Sbyl, ahead of them,
veered around another asteroid. He jerked to the left and flung himself forward until his nose was nearly
up against the forward port. & ldquo;Steady. Ooh! Look out! & rdquo; L ettitia dodged splinters of stone
that were aslarge astheir ship. The camerabeside him hummed, taking video of the whole chase through
hidden externd pickups. &ldquo;Stay with him& hellip; easy& hdlip; Down! Around! Damn! You lost
him.& rdquo; He smacked his hand on the console.

&ldquo;He warped out,& rdquo; Letty said irritably, asthe GVN shuttle shot out into clear space. The
Sbyl wasasgoneasif it had never existed. &Idquo;Y ou try figuring out where he went.& rdquio;
Chaffinch scowled and thrust out a hand.

&ldquo;Wdll, I have no idea. There must be athousand colonies straight out in that vector. And
he& rsquo;s awily enough fox to change direction on his next jump. 1&rsquo;ll bet he doesn& rsgquo;t
come back to Polidice. What do you think?& rdquo;

&ldguo;He& rsquo;s got to ddiver that load,& rdquo; Letty said thoughtfully. She tapped her fingerson
her lower lip. &ldquo;But why take asdetrip if he& rsquo;s got an emergency big enough to worry the
bureaucrats?& rdquo;

& ldquo;Because it& rsquo;s on the way there?& rdquo; Chaffinch suggested.

&ldquo;Y eah,& rdquo; said Lettitia, the light dawning. She began to poke away with her forefingers at
the computer keyboard on the right edge of the console, the beginnings of an ideaforming.
&ldquo;Y eah.& rdquo;

&ldguo;What are you doing?& rdquo;
&ldquo;l & rsquo;m checking the data | got off the docking computer.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou hacked the docking computer?& rdquo; Chaffinch asked, his eyes wide. She raised her
eyebrowsat him.

&ldquo;lsn& rsquo;t that what you pay me cuantos credits for?& mdash;Hereit is. The Sbyl camefrom
Poxt. Isthis on the way there?& rdquo; She entered the coordinates for the Polidice and Poxt systems
into the navicomputer. & ldquo;Y es. It. 1s!&rdquo; she crowed, her voicerising in triumph.

&ldguo;Zow! & rdgquo; Chaffinch said, shooting afist forward in avictory salute. & ldquo; Nice work,
boss. That& rsquo;s where he& rsquo;s bound.& rdquo; Lettitialeaned back, preening. Shefelt she
deserved the praise, and more.

&ldquo;l & rsgquo;ll send to GVN that we& rsquo;re following Taylor to Poxt. Y ou start writing
copy,&rdquo; she said. & ldquo;We& rsgquo;ve got to justify the fue for thisslly sde-trip, sinceit
didn& rsquo;t result in the interview we wanted.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve got to pay if you want to play,& rdquo; Chaffinch said imperturbably.

&ldquo; Thisis Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye. Today, we witnessed the heroic travails of the medical rescue
ship Sbyl as shefought her way through the dangers of an asteroid belt to make an emergency delivery
to the Polidice system.& rdquio;

&ldquo; They& rsquo;re carrying fruit! & rdquo; Letty said crosdy as Chaffinch smiled with aplomb at the
lens



&ldquo;Can | help that?& rdquo; he asked, grinning.

L etty groaned, and rolled the video memory back to where he had broken off from his script.
&ldquo;Try it again.&rdquo;

&ldguo;An emergency which required their immediate attention.& rdquo;

Over Chaffinch& rsquo;s narration, L ettitia made the most of the video of their pursuit of the Sbyl,
adding exciting sound effects and afew musica phrasesto heighten the tenson. She cut back to the
journaist& rsquo;sface.

&ldguo;Now the Taylors are off on another mission of mercy, at an unknown destination.& rdquo; Letty
made acomica grimace, but Chaffinch continued. & ldquo;We are accompanying the Shyl there, where
we will file the next report in this exciting series. Thisis Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye for GVN.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Wrap it and send it,& rdquo; Letty said. & Idquo;We& rsquo;d better make our calculations good
if wewant to beat them there.& rdquo;

The Sbyl broke out of warp after half an hour&rsquo;stransit. As soon asthe normal sensorswere
functioning again, the shrill cry of the hull breach darm sounded.

Gershom turned anxious eyesto Ivo at the telemetry station. & ldquo;Where isit?& rdquo; he demanded.
&ldquo;In the holds.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thefruit!&rdquo; Ka snapped off hisregtrictive harness and flung himsdlf to hisfeet, heading aft
al in one movement. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll get apressure suit.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Can we make port?& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s not that bad, Gershom,& rdquo; Ivo said. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s dready sedling up, soit
had to be less than a couple of centimeters across.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank the Blue Star. Are we done?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ep,& rdquo; Eblich said. & ldquo;We& rsquo;ve lost them now, but they might still be waiting
around there for us. 1& rsquo;ve got ascan going for them. They didn& rsquo;t follow us.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou& rsgquo;re sure?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ep. How could they?& rdquo; Eblich turned his pams upward. Gershom nodded sharply,
throwing hislong hair forward. It was aswild as hefelt.

&Idquo;All right, then. Check everything e se for damage. We& rsquo;ll risk heading back toward
Paolidicein alittlewhile. I&rsquo;ll have calculations reedy in case we have to jump again right away.
Dammit, how did they know where we were going?& rdquo; he asked.

&ldquo;Bribed the port official s?& rdquo; suggested Ivo.

&ldquo;But those spacers would have to know we were going to Zedari in thefirst place. No one knew
that except Shona and Governor Home and the other folks on Poxt. None of them would have risked the
repercussons.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Opportunity,& rdquo; Ivo said smply. & ldquo;Somebody who read V er-dadero& rsquo;s cash



offer for our heads just happened to see usin port, thought he& rsquo;d collect.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Then why wait until we were in space again? There are plenty of secluded placesto shoot us
right therein the sation.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es, & rdquo; Lani said, remembering getting lost in the lanes of the shopping precinct.

& ldquo;Didn& rsgquo;t want to risk being picked up for murder in a closed environment& rsquo;s my
guess. & rsquo;m going to search us for atransmitter,& rdquo; Ivo said. & ldquo;it may lay usup for a
few hours or aday, but at least no one will follow usto Poxt.& rdquo;

&ldquo;All right,& rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo;Good idea.& rdquo;
&ldquo;lsthere timefor meto get my messages?& rdquo; Lani asked inasmall voice.

&ldquo;If you like,& rdquo; Gershom said, managing asmilefor the girl. She must have been terrified by
the chase and subsequent alarm, but was showing him adetermined little chin. &ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re
getting to be as dogged a correspondent as Shona, sweetheart. Go right ahead.& rdquo;

The intercom went on, and Kai & rsquo;s voice squawked. & 1dgquo; Gershom, we& rsquo;ve been
pinholed! A rock the size of your fingertip went straight through us. The fruit& rsquo;s freeze-dried.
| & rsquo;ve been checking box after box, and it& rsquo;s ruined! & rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, no,& rdquo; Gershom groaned. He dumped back in his chair and put his head between his
hands.

&ldquo; There goes our speed bonus,& rdquo; vo said.
&ldquo; There goes the mortgage,& rdquo; Gershom said miserably, without looking up.

&ldquo;Papa, please let me hel p,& rdquo; Lani& rsquo;s voice came, very softly. &ldquo; This
time?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Gershom said automaticaly. Heraised his head to meet her eyes. She was
frightened. He covered her hand with his own, and redlized they were both trembling. &ldquo;It& rsquo;ll
beadl right. I promise. Why don& rsgquo;t you go listen to your messages? | & rsquo;ve got to

think.& rdquo;

Lani fled up the corridor. Gershom plodded hisway more dowly to the cabin he shared with Shona. He
only haf-heard Eblich say he and Ivo would do afull diagnostic while Kai assessed the damages.

Heflung himsdlf into the built-in chair beside the low double bunk without fedling the pad under his seet
or the hard arms under his elbows. He stared past his booted feet at the floor, and felt an everlasting
headache starting between his brows. His precious ship was imperiled. That flight through the asteroid
belt was nothing. He could fight enemies he could see. Bad luck, bad timing, and debt, he could do
nothing about. Nothing, except possibly humble himsalf again, and hope for the best.

He& rsquo;d lost the value of the cargo. Eventually insurance might make up the value of it, but the
ddivery and speed bonuses were gone for good. The crew had counted on those to pay the next influx of
bills. There wasn& rsquo;t enough left from Homes& rsquo;s | etter of marque to cover the next mortgage
payment, and he couldn& rsquo;t possibly get back to Poxt to collect the other half in time to transmit
those funds to Mars. His only chance was to send to MarsBank and ask for clemency.

If he didn&rsquo;t pay, he wasin danger of losing his ship, hisbeautiful, lovely Sbyl, refitted just right.



She was neat and tidy, with aplace for everything, and sheran like adream, no matter what he put her
through. Look at the gantlet they& rsquo;d just run! And yet shewas gtill atrader, with three, three cargo
hulls. He was so proud of her that he strutted when other spacers praised her. He couldn& rsgquo;t bear
the thought of someone taking her, someone else captaining her.

There was one dternative. All he had to do was go to Lani and ask for the money. That way,

he& rsquo;d keep his ship, but the Child Welfare Bureau would swoop in and take the girl away. It was
gtill months before the fina adoption hearing was scheduled. Any peccadillo would mean they could
scoop her out of his custody without the hope of an appedl.

But wasit wise to keep her, knowing that life was so uncertain here on board? Wasit fair to her, never
knowing from month to month if they& rsquo;d be living on caviar or nutri? She& rsquo;d be terrified,
even furious, if Gershom let the authorities take her, but wouldné& rsgquo;t things be better for her?

She& rsquo;d& hellip; she& rsquo;d be brought up on a planet with atmosphere. She& rsquo;d have
friends her own age. She& rsquo;d no longer have to worry about leaking hulls, or haveto livein aroom
that& rsquo;d make a good-sized closet on Alpha. She was wedthy; why shouldn& rsquo;t shelive as
though she was? Until the Taylors could put an end to the constant threat from V erdadero& rsquo;s hired
killers, they were always going to be pursued wherever they went. Wasthat any lifefor achild?

Gershom felt his cheeks burn, and redlized he was rationdizing. He flung out hislong legs and crossed his
ankles. It came down to asimple choice& mdash;not smple to make, but to define: Take the money, lose
Lani. Keep the child, lose hisship.

Hefdt aholein the pit of is stomach at the thought of being deprived of either. Running his own trading
ship had been hisdream since hewasachild. To giveit up, to risk losing everything when financia
salvation was only steps down the corridor, twisted hisingdesin aknot. It was agreet temptation to let
his moralslapse for just one moment. All he had to do waswak down there to her room, and say
&ldquo;Lani, & rsquo;ve decided to take you up on your offer of aloan. Help me save my ship.&rdquo;
Hetried to form the words, but they wouldn& rsquo;t come out, not even in jest. The moment he opened
his mouth, he could picture the government ships warping out of nowhere to take her away.

He remembered Lani the way she was when he and Shonafirst found her. She was skinny, feverish,
frightened, and dl done. Their first child had recently been stillborn, so he and Shonawere vulnerableto
an emotiona apped, but it would have taken aheart of stoneto ignore the needs of thislittle girl,
orphaned in such amonumental tragedy. So helpless, so afraid, her big dark eyeswatching every move,
afraid to let her rescuers out of her sight for days on end. It was heartbreaking. Since then she had
blossomed into quite an amazing, ddightful girl. He had to admit he wastickled by her crush on him. She
trusted and admired him, and she adored Shona. Well, so did he. He couldn& rsquo;t think of how

he& rsquo;d tell Shona he& rsquo;d given in. So, he just wouldn& rsquo;t give in. Hewould haveto
apped to the mercy of Chang-an Zelesat MarsBank One, aman who so far had shown little Signshe
knew what that concept meant.

He raised his head, and with an effort, straightened his back. When he picked up hisfest, the chair swung
of itsown weight in toward the screen set into the wall of the cabin. He pulled down the keyboard and
called for the comm program. Better to record it now, and put it on Auto-send, so he couldn& rsquo;t

changehismind.
Resolutely, Gershom cleared histhroat and faced the screen.

&ldquo;Mr. Zeles, Gershom Taylor here. | know you and MarsBank have been more than patient with
usover theyears. | am asking you for one more favor. Y ou can see exactly how much isleft in our credit
account. At the moment, that isall | can pay toward the loan this month. | have just run into space junk



that holed my hull, and destroyed the cargo with which | intended to get up to date with our loan. | am
asking for your understanding. 1t& rsquo;s only amatter of weeks until | will have more, which | shdl
forward at onceto MarsBank, but I smply don& rsquo;t haveit now. | hope you will accept apartia
payment. | understand that you will have to add late charges, and possibly pendties. Sir, thisshipisnot
only my home but my livelihood. My family, my crew, and | depend upon it. Without it, we have
nowhereto go. | am asking you to take that into consideration, please. | humbly await your reply.
Sincerdly yours.& rdquo;

He punched the button to queue up the message as soon as there was a connect. Suddenly restless, he
got up to find himself acup of coffee, wishing there was something stronger to drink on board. There was
no hope that the bank would say yesto another extension. He wanted to take the shortest way back to
Poxt, to be with Shonawhen the axefell. At least he could have hisfamily back together again. Maybe
Home could give him ajob while he saved up to buy another ship. The thought depressed him so much,
he brokeinto arun toward the galley.

Lani appeared at the rear of the bridge and fixed her eyes sillently on Eblich&rsquo;s back. The co-pilot
had alapful of equipment that he was putting together with a spanner and asoldering iron. She
didn&rsquo;t dare tell him why she was there, because Ivo was sitting close by, and she couldn& rsquo;t
trust her voice. At lagt, the shuttle pilot got up from his position undernegth the control panel and saw her
standing there. She nudged Eblich& rsquo;s knee and gestured toward the back of the cabin. Eblich
smiled at her and put hiswork aside a once.

&ldquo;Back in amoment,& rdquo; hetold Ivo.

Ivo, who understood the laconic bookkeeper& rsquo;s office as unofficia father-confessor to the
orphaned girl, just grunted.

&ldquo;It was there on the beacon,& rdquo; Lani said in awhisper as she led Eblich down the corridor
to her cubicle. &ldquo;Y ou have to seeit. | don& rsquo;t know what to do! |& rsquo;ve never been so
angry. Inmy life.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Bad news?& rdquo; Eblich asked, puzzled.
&ldquo; They didn& rsquo;t respect me,& rdquo; Lani said.

She was too upset to sit down. She hit the command to replay the recorded transmission for Eblich and
paced around the smal room while he viewed it. Three stepstook her to thewall. Shekicked it. It would
have been more satisfying to kick her way through it. She whedled on the ball of her foot and counted
three steps back to the other side. She didn& rsquo;t want to listen to the hateful voice on the speakers.
She dready knew every word by heart. Never in her whole life had shefelt like this. How& hdlip; how
dare they?

The message wasn& rsquo;t from Uncle Harry at al. He must have passed her request on up the ranks as
she had asked, and someone was so upset by it that shereplied to it hersalf instead of just saying no to
Uncle Harry and letting him tell her.

&ldquo;Ms. Leilani Taylor. | am MarcaKait, vice-president of MarsBank One. | have been informed of
your request to purchase an outstanding mortgage from the bank, and | wish to inform you that that
request isdenied. In the inexperience of your youth, you apparently do not understand how businessis
transacted. It would not bein the interests of MarsBank& rsquo;s shareholders to relinquish assets at
random. Thisisnot amusic store where you can buy the recordings of one of your & Isquo;faves.&rsquo;
We maintain each contract in astable manner so asto give confidence to those who borrow from us.
MarsBank, likeal other reputable financid inditutions, runsits busnessin adignified and time-honored



fashion. To sdll off an obligation is not in keeping with our practices. We appreciate your contact, and
hope to continue to do business with you in the future. We would be glad to offer our experienceto help
educate you in these matters so that you can manage your own assetswell. | am sincerely yours, Marca
Katt.&rdquo;

&ldguo;Wondered if they mightn&rsquo;t go for it,& rdquo; Eblich said quietly, after amoment& rsquo;s
thought. He rubbed the side of his nose with his thumb. & Idgquo; Didn& rsquo;t have to be so nasty,
though. That came from the belly. That woman doesn& rsquo;t understand in her head you& rsquo;re
worth billions. No taent for public relations, either. So if we can& rsquo;t work exactly within the system,
we& rsquo;ll have to work from the outside.& rdquo; He patted the seat of Lani& rsquo;s desk chair.
&ldquo;Sit down. Here& rsquo;s what we& rsquo;ll do next. We& rsquo;re going to send another
message to your uncle Harry.& rdquio;

&ldquo;But they& rsquo;ve said nol & rdquio;
&ldguo;Cam down, little one. Y ou aren& rsquo;t beaten yet. Y ou& rsquo;ll get your day.& rdquo;

Lani stared at him for amoment, panting. Then she focused, redlly focused on the narrow, neat-featured
face and what he was saying. Eblich was her friend. He wastrying to help her, and Shona and Gershom.
She wasn& rsquo;t mad at him. The enemy was out there, at MarsBank. She sat down and leaned into
ligen.

13

&ldquo;Confound it, Scarlet, leave me done! & rdquo; Governor Home protested, pushing away the
hypo Shonawas brandishing.

She sighed. It had been only afew weeks since she& rsquo;d arrived on Poxt, and Home was looking
seventy ingtead of fifty-five. He had become more cantankerous every day. She glared up at him.

&ldquo;Governor, | am not doing thisfor the amusement value. | have adozen other patientsto see, and
then | haveto go look at the ottles.& rdquo;

Home frowned. & l[dquo;What& rsquo;sin this one?& rdquo;
&ldquo;Vitamins, calcium and magnesium, boron, and zinc.& rdquo;

& ldguo;Sounds like you& rsgquo;re making me into the Tin Man, one snootful a atime,& rdquo; Home
grumbled, but helet her take hisarm. He continued with his meeting, paying no more attention to her.
Sherolled up histunic deeve, pressed the nose of the hypo to his skin, and pulled the deeve down again,
asif shewere working on the arm of amannequin. The othersin the room regarded her with akind of
horror. They appreciated why she was there, but to have the redlity brought hometo themin the middle
of business was upsetting. Shonaregretted it, but there was no other way to get an audience with Home.
Hekept himself busy al thetime, and ddliberately missed gppointments with her at the lab. Thiswasthe
only way to make sure he didn& rsquo;t miss his shots.

&ldquo;All done,& rdquo; she said, putting the hypo away. She smiled at her audience. Asone, they all
looked down at their notes and burst out talking.

&ldquo;Hey, hey, hey! & rdquo; Home bellowed, raising his big hands. & ldquo;One at atime.& rdquo;
He pointed at her. & ldquo;Say, Sharon& hdllip;& rdquo;

&ldquo;Shona,& rdquo; she said patiently, turning to leave.



&ldquo;Got that message for you. Datacube& rsquo;s on my desk.& rdquio;
&ldquo; Thank you! & rdquo; Shonasaid.

She detoured around the group and squeezed into the small private office. The governor was one of the
tidiest people she knew. Everything in his persona domicile was squared away, or arranged for easiest
reach, except onething. A single cube, marked ST in blueink, sat alittle gpart from the others. Shona
grabbed it up. She wastempted to listen to it right there, but in case it contained bad news, she

didn& rsquo;t want to worry the people in the next room any more.

&ldquo;Bye, everyone,& rdquo; she called as sheleft. & ldquo;See you al tomorrow morning on the
jogaing course! & rdquo; There was a chorus of groans. For the last week, Shona had led anyone who
would show up at seven am. on arun around the common. She had amed the exercise chiefly at her
patients, to make sure they had some kind of aerobic exercise to keep up bone and muscle mass, but no
oneliked to be singled out, or left out. The thergpeutic run had turned into a daily community event. As
long as Shonaappeared, in running shorts and afloppy shirt, sometimes carrying Alex in her backpack,
she got agood turnout, rain or shine. The one day shetried to | et the event manageitself, Wyn Barri
reported that the few who showed up straggled off back home or went to work early.

Her patients had continued to become more feeble, more forgetful, and, most worrisome, more fragile.
Her experiments with hormones hel ped to a certain extent, but couldn& rsquo;t keep up with the
progressive decay. Coupled with thiswas her concern for Saffie. The black dog was showing the first
sggnsof the aging syndrome. Within days of receiving theinjection of biologicad materid, Saffie had
darted to behave like alively puppy.

The dog wasn& rsquo;t waiting for her just outside the hut where Shona had |eft her. Instead, Shona
heard abark, and Saffie barreled down on her from the top of the hill. She arrived a her
mistress& rsquo;s feet, panting with her pink tongue out afoot.

&ldquo;How are you, girl?& rdquo; Shona asked, scratching the dogé& rsquo;s bony head. & 1dquo;Come
on to the next patient. We& rsquo;re going to see Bobby, al right?& rdquo;

Saffie barked once, shrilly, and galloped downhill toward Marleen& rsquo;s hut. Having so much energy
confused the dog. At night, when shefindly wound down, she gpologized with asmal whine before
going to deep as close to Shona as she could manage. Alex was worried about his friend& rsquo;s
behavior &t first, but then he decided he liked it because it meant that the usually sedate dog was always
up for agame.

Shonatried to be optimigtic. Saffie was egting well. In fact, she was egting everything, which infuriated
the cat, who got one chance at hisfood before it disappeared. When Saffie showed signs of distress and
hunger, three days after the injection, Shonaincreased her med's, worrying that the dog was going to get
fat, but she burned it al off and more over the course of aday. Her muscle tone was splendid. Her fur
was growing faster than normal. Shonawas impressad, wishing that the condition could stop right there,
after it had done so much good. The symptoms, if one could cdl them that, were precisay what her
human patients had described. She wondered how long it would be before Saffie started to gray. She
prayed it wouldn& rsgquo;t happen, but science dictated that a process that worked the same way over
and over again should yield the same reaulits.

Bobby& rsquo;s aging had definitely dowed, but not enough to make Shonafed optimigtic. Fingering the
cube in her pocket, she went back to her module for her persona reader and Alex before going on to the
ottle center-place.

Tsanan greeted her and Alex with dacrity asthey appeared.



&ldquo;Hello from up! & rdquo; she caled, spiraling down the deep-rutted bark of the heart-tree.
&ldquo; See who comes,& rdquo; she chirruped, poking a pouch on the next branch down.
&ldquo;Friend of Chirwl Shona, and her little one.& rdquo; Chlari stuck hishead out irritably.

&ldquo; To make more noise instead of less,& rdquo; he said, but he waddled down the trunk after his
co-mate. Thio was aready at eye level, making child-talk with Alex, who reached for hir with both arms.

&ldguo;See, heismy little friend,& rdquo; Thio said happily. Other ottles|eft their discussonsand
clambered out of the swimming pool to come greet the guests. Shonaimmediately hunkered down and
freed Alex from his carrier. The young ottles, who were fascinated by a baby human, gathered around to
play with him.

&ldquo; Do we have an honor of your visit, or mere pleasant?& rdquo; Thio asked, rubbing up againgt
Shona& rsquo;sleg like acat.

Shonadisplayed her reader. &ldquo;l know you distrust machinery, but it& rsquo;s al we humans have
to rely on to communicate from one far-off place to another, so please understand that | will believe what
ison the cube | havejust received. Thisisamessage from Alien Relations. Y ou know | asked for
information from al the other ottle hogts, asking if any of them had experienced irregularities. |
didn&rsquo;t name the symptoms of the aging plague, because | didn& rsquo;t want to describeit to
them, | wanted them to describeit to me.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Sense, & rdquo; said Chlari grudgingly.

&ldquo;l have not previewed this, so you& rsquo;re seeing it at the sametime | am.&rdquo; She set up
the reader on arock againgt atree bole, and sat back asfar from it as she could and till distinguish what
was on the screen. Dozens of ottles, both declared for and against humans, huddled together to watch.

All the reports from the ottle hosts were smilar. None of them reported difficulties or illnesses of any
kind.

&ldquo; Except for indigestion,& rdquo; one young man said in his recorded message. He had made his
cdl from apublic booth with his ottle friend crammed in on the sest beside him. &ldquo;Errlilit likes
goodies too much.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt is s0,& rdquo; the ottle, a nurturer, admitted, with a soprano giggle. & ldquo;He, too.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Say, give her regardsto her family, will you? | can& rsquo;t remember how long it& rsquo;s been
since we reported in& mdash; Wait, that& rsquo;s our trainbus. Gotta go.& rdquo; The sound of an air
horn blared in the background. The young man grabbed up the ottle under one arm, while reaching for
the video controls with the other. The screen went blank. The group in the glade stared at the blinking
reader for amoment before anyone spoke.

&ldquo;Thisis possibleto be alullaby tell & rdquo; Chlari said, bresking the silence.

&ldquo;lt is possible & rdquo; Shona acknowledged. & [dquo;But | think it& rsquo;strue. Do you want
me to hold my hand over fire to swear that these are actud transmissions, not made up?& rdquo;

&ldquo;ls not necessary, & rdquo; Varra said, coming up to rub flanks with hisfriend. & ldquo;Chlari has
agood insgdefed for those he loves. Most protective.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lf itisnot false, what does stay I€eft for the cause of the aging?& rdquo; asked Wla.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m waiting for Gershom to get back with the life histories of the colonists,& rdquo; Shona



sad. &ldguo;My guessisthat somebody brought in some kind of invasive organism from somewhere
they traveled to. | think it likely that it was opportunistic, attaching itsdf to ottles aswell as humans
because your circulatory and nervous systems are very Smilar to ours.& rdquo;

&ldquo;How to stop it?& rdquo; asked Thio.

&ldquo;l don& rsgquo;t know that yet,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m till trying to work that
out. | do know that it can be transferred from being to being by injection. | gave Saffie asample of tissue
from the little boy, Bobby. Y ou can see, she& rsquo;s got some of the symptoms you reported on the
early stages.&rdquo; The ottles turned to watch the dog, who was energetically stalking atail, and
chasing it back and forth in the clearing, preventing it from running up atree to escape.

& ldquo; Saffiel & rdquo;

The dog turned to look at her mistress, and the dip of fur streaked up the nearest bark channdl.
&ldquo;l hopeto learn alot from observing her.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou have our cooperate, & rdquo; Thio said. All the other ottles, including Chlari, added their
assent.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;d better get back,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &ldquo; Saffie, heel! & rdquo; The dog galloped
up, and frolicked at her sde while she attached the lead. She walked Saffie to the place where Alex was
playing with the younger ottles. & ldquo;Alex, it& rsquo;stime to go.&rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; Alex said very digtinctly, without looking up from hisgame.

&ldquo;Isthisnormal facet of his growing?& rdquo; Tsanan asked, as Shonaignored her son& rsquo;s
protest and bundled himinto hiscarrier.

&1dquo;Oh, yes,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;lt& rsquo;s called the & Isquo;terrible twos.& rsquo; | hope
you didn& rsgquo;t have thiswith your offspring.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But yes.& rdquo; Tsanan chuckled warmly, and Shonawas reminded how much she liked this
kindly, quiet ottle. She settled down on her paws to watch thelittle ottlesin the pond. & ldquo;In fact,
Chirwl was muchly the same asayoung one. In truth, he will tell you s0.& rdquo;

&ldquo;At least now we know it& rsquo;s a physical vector,& rdquo; Shonasaid to Chirwl as she helped
Saffie onto the examination room table.

&ldquo;But what? 1& rsquo;ve been unable to see anything unusua in anything, her tissues, blood and
fluid samples, blood gases.& rdquo; Harry appeared from the degping room and arched his back
luxurioudly against the door frame. Saffie whined and pawed at the tabletop, eager to be down on the
floor with the cat, who was openly flaunting his freedom. Shona stroked Saffie& rsquo;s back and made
her 9t down. The dog complied, obedient but unhappy. Harry turned with tail high, and stalked
provocatively out again.

&ldquo;Drat that cat, he& rsquo;sinsufferable,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

Shetook ascraping of skin from the dog& rsquo;s mouth, and very swiftly drew ablood samplefrom a
paw pad. &ldquo; There, that didn& rsquo;t hurt, did it, Sweetie?& rdquo; She took two glass dides and
smeared them with fixative. & ldquo; That& rsquo;|l take amoment to set. | might aswell start
lunch.&rdquo;

None of her swiftly dwindling supplieslooked particularly appetizing, Shonathought, as she went through



the storage cupboard. Wait, there was a can of chicken flavoring. & ldquo;What about a nice bowl of
soup for lunch?& rdquo; she asked Chirwl.

&ldquo;l say yes,&rdquo; Chirwl agreed. & ldquo;l wish you would find out what is the cause of the age
plague so soon. It isdifficult to vist the heart-tree when there is cooking, because so much smellsgood, |
am tempted.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l know just what you mean,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She opened acan of nutri, poured three
sarvingsinto aflask with the flavoring, and put it on to heat.

&ldgquo;Maaa-mal & rdquo; Alex said, coming up to tug on Shona& rsquo;s pant leg.

&ldquo;Ooh, I can smdll you from here, right through that suit,& rdquo; Shonasaid, picking up her son.
&ldguo;When are you going to be toilet trained, eh?& rdgquo; She carried him into the bathroom and
dipped into her own environment suit. After swabbing the changing table with disnfectant, she undid
Alex&rsquo;sfastenings and looked down at him with dismay. & Idquo;Y ou& rsquo;ve made ared mess
of thisone. Congratulations. | & rsquo;ve never seen so much& hdlip; effort in one digper.&rdquo; Alex
crowed at his mother& rsquo;s mock dismay.

&ldquo;My friend Saffie is so much more energetic than is usual ,& rdquo; Chirwl noted from his perch on
the countertop. Shona glanced out at them. The dog was lying down with her head on her paws, but her
limbs and tail kept twitching. Chirwl was watching the manic activity with concern. &ldquo;Sheisnot yet
like the ones who have become used up.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Used up?& rdquo; Shonalooked up from buttoning Alex into aclean playsuit. & ldquo;Used up?
What an interesting expression.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Well, it is seems so to me,& rdquo; Chirwl said. &ldquo;First dl have said they have much
power of life, and then it isall gone after atime, leaving them husklike.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Empty& hellip; and dry&hdllip; Y es, | guess that& rsquo;s a good description of the effect of the
bio-bomb.& rdquo; Shona set Alex down in the deeping room and closed the curtain. Absently, she
turned on the Babytime Play Unit, and handed him afew favorite toys. Alex took them and went into a
corner to play. &ldquo;l only hope Saffie can throw it off. She& rsquo;s showing high levels of certain
hormones, glandular secretions like thyroid and adrena. Remove them, and& hellip; you know, al those
thingsin combination would give theimpression of premature aging, and what would logicaly have
created the sensation of being superhuman, or super-ottle, in the beginning.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What makes glandular secretions?& rdquio;

&ldquo;Wdll, glands,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She sat down at her computer and started to bring up file after
file. &dgquo;So something in those glandsiis probably what& rsquo;s being affected. But everything looks
normdl. |&rsquo;ve taken cells of the adrend gland, and afew others, too, and there& rsquo;s nothing
there.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Nothing big smal, perhaps,& rdquo; Chirwl said. & Idquo;lsthere such athing asthe cdll that
makes up acell? What makes glands?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdl, molecules, of course,& rdquo; Shonasaid. &Idguo;But the genes on the chromosomes at
the nucleus of acdl arewhat program itsactivity. Like whedlswithin whed swithin wheds.& rdquo; She
looked a Chirwl, whose whiskers were standing out the way they did when he didn& rsquo;t understand
her. She ought to have known better than to use atechnological metaphor. & Idquo;Like anut with one
shell ingde another, and another indde that, until you get to the kerndl, which isvery smal.&rdquo;



&ldquo;Ah.&rdquo;
& ldquo;Hello?& rdquo; Doln Hampton stepped in, carrying acovered tray.

& ldguo;What& rsquo;s this?& rdquo; Shona said, looking up at the ddlicious smell coming from
underneath the cloth.

&ldquo;Lunch,&rdquo; Doln said, whisking the cover away to reved two glass-domed dishes. Shona
smiled a him. Hampton had been alot nicer since the day she stalked out of his cave. He hadn& rsquo;t
made another pass, but wastrying to form ared friendship with her, for which shewas grateful. He
frequently stopped by her lab in the evenings to chat, or escorted her on her rounds. Alex liked him, and
Saffie, epecidly in her current manic-puppy state, was pleased to have someoneto frolic with.

&ldquo; That isso kind of you, Doln, but you know we can& rsquo;t have any local food. Mmm, that
looks delightful.& rdquo; Under each dome there was afilet of somekind of white meat covered with a
pale green sauce and flecks of light brown, surrounded by a veritable garden of very handsome miniature
vegetables. &1dquo;Oh, those are adorable.& rdquo;

&ldgquo;Mange tout& rdquo; Doln said flippantly. He looked alittle hurt at her refusal, but continued to
offer thetray to her.

& ldquo;What& rsquo;s that mean?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s what these dainties are called. It means & Isquo;eet them all,& rsquo; in Earth
French.& rdquo;

Shona shook her head, with genuine regret. & ldquo;Well, | can& rsquo;t eat them at al. But thank you
again. If you don&rsquo;t mind, 1&rsquo;ll take afew of the vegetablesfor the rabbits. They& rsquo;ll
gppreciate them very much.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Are you sure you woné& rsquo;t have some yourself?& rdquo; Doln said. &ldquo; Smell.
Tempting, no?&rdquo; Shonainhaled, and scented nutmeg, chives, rosemary, and afew subtler odors
she didn&rsquo;t know.

&ldquo; Tempting, yes.& rdquo; She sighed. She picked up aminiature steamed cabbage and a couple of
finger-sized carrots from one plate. They looked so moist and tender, but no. The rabbits scrambled to
the back of their cages as she opened them to put the treat ingde. Moonbeam and Marigold both came
up, sniffed the offerings, then ignored them. & ldquo;How strange,& rdquo; Shona said. &ldquo;Maybe
those smell bad to them because they& rsquo;ve been cooked.& rdquo; She pulled the vegetables out to
siff them.

&ldquo;Mama, want it! & rdquo; Alex called from behind the curtain. He reached for the little vegetables,
about the size of hisplastic toys.

&ldquo;No, sweetie. We adready have our lunch. See?& rdquo; She held up abowl of soup.
&ldquo;Don& rsquo;t want it.& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, Alex,&rdquo; Shonasaid, just a shade more firmly, but with love. She turned apologeticaly
to Doln. &ldquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t tell atwo-year-old anything.& rdquo; Doln looked disappointed, but
shesmiled a him. &ldquo;Perhaps| can offer you some of my home cooking.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Smdls& hdlip; interesting,& rdquo; he said carefully.



Shonalaughed. & Idquo;Y ou& rsquo;re very kind. 1t& rsquo;s chicken-flavored nutri soup. 1t& rsquo;s not
s0 bad,& rdquo; she said, looking at her bowl, and poking the surface speculatively with her spoon. The
white substance had been colored with saffron food dye and flecks of pardey. &ldquo;l crave the stuff
every time 1&rsquo;m pregnant. And afterward, | can& rsquo;t figure out how | could stand to swallow
another mouthful.& rdquo; She suddenly stared into space. & ldquo;Y ou know, | didn&rsquo;t fed very
well this morning.& rdquo; She reached for a clipboard and made anote: pregnancy test. & ldquo;At least
| hope it& rsquo;sthat, and not the bio-bomb.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Mm,& rdquo; Doln murmured. &ldquo;Er, what wasthat | heard you saying as| was coming
iN?&rdquo;

Shonawas bewildered for amoment at the change of subject, then remembered her thoughts of afew
moments back. & ldquo;l said | might have to consider gene splicing as atherapy for my

patients,& rdquo; she explained. & ldgquo;Hormones are holding some patients a the level | found them
four weeks ago, but others are declining rapidly. Thelevels of protein degradation and turnover, and
oxidative stress, dl controlled at the genetic leve, are consistent with the behavior of two genesfirst
described in the twentieth century, caled & Isquo;Age-one& rsquo; and

&lsguo;Age-two.& rsquo;& rdquo; She caught Hampton nodding. & ldquo;Oh, but of course

you& rsquo;re working on gerontology. How silly of meto forget.& rdquo;

&ldguo;No problem,& rdquo; he said, looking over her shoulder with interest. & [dquo;Ah, well, if you
can&rsquo;t have lunch with me, 1& rsquo;ll take myself away.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, don& rsquo;t go,& rdquo; Shona said.

&ldquo;l & mdash;| can& rsquo;t stand the smell of nutri. But |&rsquo;ll see you later,& rdquo; he
promised. & |dquo;Goodbye.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Funny,& rdquo; Shonasaid, after he had left. & [dquo;Nutri has no smell.& rdquo;

&ldquo;ltisall in the psychology,& rdquo; Chirwl said. He accepted a small cup of soup, and helped
himsdlf to cat food out of the bag on the side. Harry came by to sniff around for offerings.

Shonadrank her soup, then fed Alex, who ate with good appetite and alot of energy. Asmuch of his
meal went down hisfront asinto his mouth. Shona had to change his romper again.

&ldquo;Do you know,& rdquo; she said, coming out of the bedroom after putting Alex down for hisnap,
&ldquo;they are working on some kind of gerontology project. That poor, strange old man accosted me
again, and acouple of white-tunicstook him away, kindly but very firmly, tdling him it wastimefor his
treatment. So | guessed right. There& rsquo;s no reason why | shouldn& rsquo;t ask for their help.
Maybe if they accomplished anything, it could be used to benefit their patients, t0o.& rdquo;

&ldquo;lt isagood idea,& rdquo; Chirwl agreed.
Volk looked up in surprise as Hampton exploded into her office.

& ldquo; She& rsquo;s starting to investigate genetic treatments,& rdquo; he said, pacing back and forth,
thrusting hishair back with an impatient hand. & ldquo;She& rsquo;s getting very close to discovering the
truth.& rdquio;

Missagtared at him. Her somach twisted into aknot at the thought that the secret might be exposed.
Such incredibly bad timing, asit turned out. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ve just downloaded a message from
LabCor, Doln. Mr. Eleniak is very unhappy. He& rsquo;s sending his brother to ook into this mess



himsf.&rdquo;

&ldquo; They might even pull funding, depending on what they see when they get here, & rdquo;
Morganstern said, looking more funered than usud.

& ldquo;What they see? What can we concea ?& rdquo; Hampton asked. &ldquo;Did they say whether
they would consider hiring her to keep her from blabbering her discovery to the genera public?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No,& rdquo; said Volk. &ldquo;l have no idea. Perhagps Mr. Eleniak will make her an offer in
person. In the meantime, we keep working.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Excuse me,& rdquo; came avoice from outside.

& ldquo;1t& rsquo;s Taylor,& rdquo; Hampton whispered. He flattened himsdlf against the inner wall while
Morganstern confronted the petite woman at the door.

&ldquo;Well?& rdquo;
&ldquo;l want to speak with Dr. Volk,& rdquo; Taylor said.
&ldquo;She& rsquo;s busy.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Never mind, Liond.&rdquo; Giving up, Missa pushed her way past her assstant, who hulked
behind her, prohibiting Shonafrom seeing farther into the room. & ldquo;What can | do for you, Dr.
Taylor.&rdquo;

Shonawas pink-cheeked, and her clothes were disheveled from running. &ldquo;l need your help.

| & rsgquo;ve ruled out native bacteria, and pretty much al other native organisms as being to blame for the
bio-bomb. | have ancther line of inquiry to pursue, a genetic examination. It could take sometime. |
respectfully request that you and your people help me investigate it. Y ou have the expertise, and the
equipment. Timeisrunning out. The sooner we get this problem solved, the better.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Dr. Taylor, that was very nicely put, but to use a phrase of popular dang: What& rsquo;sinit for
us?&rdquo; Volk peered down at her. Taylor straightened up defiantly, and her big brown eyes blazed.

&ldquo;If you absolutely must have persona gain, once it& rsquo;s solved you can be known as miracle
workers,& rdquo; Shona snapped. &ldquo;For al | care, you can take al the credit for the cure
yourselves. | don& rsguo;t need to appear publicly at al. | just want you to turn your brains on.& rdquo;
Volk admired her tenacity as much as she was gppalled by her presumptuousness.

&ldquo;Absolutely not,& rdquo; she said, and Shona& rsquo;s jaw dropped.

&ldquo;Why not?& rdquo; she demanded. & Idquo;|f this unknown organism destroys the colony, you
know the Galactic Government would rather see every human being displaced and quarantined on a
barren rock than have a single ottle harmed. Wouldn& rsquo;t you go to sometrouble to avoid losing
your facility? Look here, Dr. Volk, what if it& rsquo;s a genetic condition someone has brought here and
passed on, ether from blood transfusions, skin grafts, or other invasive bodily contact? Do the gene
names Age-one and Age-two mean anything to you? There are others. | have alist& mdash;& rdquo;
Voalk, feding risng aarm, cut her off before she could finish.

&ldquo; Thisis apathetic ploy, Doctor. We are very busy, engaged in classified research for amagjor
pharmaceutical firm. Can you pay for our help? Of course not. | heard your discussionswith Home.

Y ou& rsquo;re struggling just for basic expenses. Well, use your wits, woman. They& rsquo;re free. Mine
are under contract. That ismy fina word on the subject.& rdquo;



Scarlet, Taylor clamped her jaw shut and marched away from the door without another word. VVolk
drew in, feding exhausted.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s doneit,& rdquo; Lionel said, shutting the door and following her back insde.
& ldguo;Now we& rsquo;ll have another visit from Home, bellowing like ahungry bull.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t think so,& rdquo; Hampton said thoughtfully. &Idquo;Y ou hit her where
she& rsquo;s vulnerable, Missa. Well played. She won& rsquo;t be back.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l hope not. She& rsquo;s getting close, too close.& rdquo; Missa sank into her chair.

Shona stormed into her 1ab, furious. Her pride was stung, but most humiliating of all, she knew
she& rsquo;d brought it on herslf.

&ldguo;What iswrong?& rdquo; Chirwl asked. He and Alex were ralling around on the floor, doing
ottle-style gymnastics. Shona scooped up the baby to make certain his suit was fastened properly, and
gave him afierce hug before letting him down again.

&ldgquo;MA-mal & rdquo; Alex squeaked. & ldquo;L ook a me! & rdquo; He braced himsdlf on dl fours,
then tucked in his head to do afairly creditable somersault. Shona applauded.

&ldquo;Wonderful, honey.&rdquo; Alex, delighted with the praise, did somersaults al over thelab, with
Satfiefollowing him, sniffing curioudy. & Idquo;! just saw that horrible woman! & rdquo; Shonamade an
effort to control herself, then wondered what was the point. She baled up her fists, and shook them.
&ldquo; Do you know,& rdquo; she demanded, & ldquo;if she wasn& rsquo;t just there up the hill,

| & rsquo;d never be tempted to ask for help, but | keep going, and getting my nose swatted! | should
pretend that they aren&rsquo;t there at al. But | can& rsquo;t! They should be hel ping me! & rdquio;

&ldquo;What has she done?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

Shona sighed, and settled down on the floor among her pets and her son. Harry came over to Sit on her
lap. &ldquo;Just put mein my place. | don&rsquo;t know why | assumed everyone would come running
and help in case of an emergency. It& rsquo;s my job, not theirs. Still& mdash;it affects them, too, or it
could.&rdquo;

&ldquo;If they will not help,& rdquo; Chirwl said reasonably, & Idquo;then you must progress on your
own.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re absol utely right,& rdquo; Shonasaid resolutely. & ldquo;And | will.& rdquo;

Long past midnight three nights later, Shona pulled away from the eyepiece of her eectron microscope
and rubbed her eyes. Chirwl, hearing the wheels of her chair squeak, woke up from his drowse on the
counter and waddled around the shelves until he was next to her. Shelifted him into her Iap and gave him

ahug.

& ldquo;1 & rsquo;m getting too tired,& rdquo; she said to him. & ldquo;My eyes are going. These genes
arefuzzy. They shouldn&rsquo;t be. | ought to be able to see them with perfect clarity.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That machine will not squint closer?& rdquo; Chirwl didiked and distrusted al technology, and
treated machines asif they were unfriendly organisms.

&ldquo;l can&rsquo;t focusit any farther than | have,& rdquo; Shonasaid, pushing at the two-meter
microscope& rsquo;s base with atoe. & ldquo;But the images ought to be clear, even at this
magnification.&rdquo;



&1dquo;So the genes have hair? Or they have parts other genes do not have?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l mean they look like they& rsquo;re out of focus, not that they have hair. They

don& rsquo;t,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;Well, not exactly hairs, but there seems to be something
unusua attached to them.& rdquo; She leaned forward over Chirwl. Removing the dide she waslooking
at from the holder, she put in the sample from Saffie. It took only a glance to confirm her suspicion.
&ldquo; Thisone hasit, too. What is that? They& rsquo;re so tiny, | can& rsquo;t bring them into clear
focus at my highest magnification. They& rsquo;d add up to less than a gram& rsquo;s weight per person.
No wonder | kept missing them when | did protein counts.& rdquo; She examined another dide, and
another, frowning in thought. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s a particular concentration of these in the glands.
Only one or two on other kinds of tissue, but thick clusters of them on the pituitary, which produces
human growth hormone.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah! What you have been giving to Bobby and the rest. What do these too smdl things
do?&rdquo; Chirwl asked. He stood up on her |ap to take alook through the eyepiece, then sat down
again, shaking his head.

Shonatransferred the image of the genesto her computer screen, and instructed the computer to keep
expanding the image to the maximum. The genes gppeared astiny interlocking piecesin thelong strands
of the chromosome double-spira. Here and there were attached indistinguishable blobs that seemed to
vibrate as she watched them. Even a the highest magnification, the bits of fuzz refused to comeinto
clearer relief. & [dquo; They& rsquo;re very specific mechanisms,& rdquo; she explained to Chirwl.
&ldquo; The glands that produce that hormone to keep the body young dow down, then stop functioning
entirdly aswe age. Thesetiny particles must simulate them at the molecular level.& rdquo; She blinked.
&ldquo; That meansit isn&rsquo;t anatural phenomenon. 1t& rsquo;s deliberate. They are probably
supposed to go in and recongtruct the tissue at the molecular leve, so they start working again. These
particles must be manufactured.& rdquo;

&ldquo;What happensif it the pituitary gland startsto work again?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

Shonafet her heart beet faster. & ldquo;Increased energy, tightening of skin, regrowth of hair, formation
of bone tissue, and maybe even rebudding of teeth, depending on what el se was twiddled at the genetic
level.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Ah! That iswhat ottles and humans describe.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Right. No wonder everyone felt wonderful for awhile. Y ou& rsquo;d have high comprehension,
superior memory, ayouthful appearance, super-high sex drive& mdash;Where it went wrong was that
whoever did this migudged the stimulation factor these were capable of, so once they got the glands
going, the mini-machines forced them into overdrive. The new tissues started producing more and more
hormones until the glands were worn out al over again from speeding like that. What do you think would

happen?& rdquo;
&ldquo; The fur goes gray, and the mind wanders.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Right. The effect was devadtating in relatively young people, asyou can see, but it would kill
anyonein poor condition, or over acertain age. Like Larch. She must have been too old to, well,
rejuvenate. Y es&rdquo; Shonasaid, amost to hersdlf. & ldquo;But she must have been avictim, then,
not a scientific subject.& rdquo;

&ldquo;So this process was to make one young again?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Or to keep young indefinitely,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;But it made them old insteed. If these



things were working properly, aslong as they remained operative, reproduced themsalves or could be
replenished, abody would dways maintain youthful functions. Y ou could live forever.& rdquo;

&ldquo; That is not such agood thing,& rdquo; Chirwl said severdly. & ldquo;Life hasits period, and then
al should be over.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l guessthey don& rsquo;t think so. Ah! So that& rsquo;siit.& rdquo; Shona shook her head.
&ldquo;Volk and her people must be from Forever. Doln Hampton was dropping hints of asort. Now |
know what he meant. | saw magazine cubesin their quarters, like Eterna, and Magnivite. LabCor must
have hired people from Forever. They& rsquo;re responsble for this.&rdquo;

&ldguo;How can one be from forever?& rdquo; Chirwl asked.

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s asociety of people who bdieve that with the proper diet and lifestyle one can extend
one& rsquo;s life span indefinitely. They& rsquo;re fanatics on nutrition, exercise, meditation, and so on. It
looksasif Volk and her people are closeto apractica scientific breakthrough that might fulfill their
dreams.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But yet dl has gone backward,& rdquo; Chirwl pointed out. & ldquo;Since al who would be
younging are olding instead.& rdquo;

Shona nodded dowly. &ldquo; They& rsquo;re responsible for what happened. These things

aren& rsgquo;t natural, they& rsquo;re engineered. They should be able to reverse it, somehow, or at least
help me turn the process off. It must be devagtating to them, to be subject to wrinkles and gray hair just
like the rest of us.&rdquo; She picked Chirwl up and set him down on the lab table.

&ldquo; It isn& rsquo;t making them old,& rdquo; Chirwl said, watching Shona sort through her datacubes
until shefound the ones she wanted. It was marked with the date they arrived on Poxt.

&ldquo; It might be. They& rsguo;ve been claming al adong that nothing has happened to them, but
that& rsquo;salie, 1&rsquo;d stake my life on it.& rdquo; She took ascraping of her own skin, to
compare it with her originad sample. & ldquo;l may be doing just that. No,& rdquo; she said, after alook
through the eyepiece. & dquo;No acceleration, and no fuzzi-ness. All thistime [ & rsquo;ve been treating
it like an epidemic that could recur, but it hasn& rsquo;t. It might be capable of doing so, but it

hasn& rsquost. It was confined to a certain group, but | bet the Foreverites are at the center of it, both
literally and figuretively. | am certain that their compound is my missing ground zero. Oh, that would
explain so much! Look at these things.& rdquo; Shona hit the desk with her fist. Saffie woke up and
whined softly. She came over to join them.

&ldquo; Then they should help you,& rdquo; Chirwl said practicaly. &Idquo; They must want to cease
olding.&rdquo;

Shonaremembered V olk& rsquo;sing stence on the confidentidity of their research. & ldquo; They
woné& rsquo;t. They can&rsquot, or they& rsquo;ll lose their jobs.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Even at the possible of dying? Do you know how to make Shnomri become young the second
time? And dl the otherswho aswell so suffer?& rdquio;

&ldquo;Well, Shnomri& rsquo;s basicaly hedthy, except for the aging bug,& rdquo; Shonasaid.
&ldquo;l may know how it happened, but | till don& rsquo;t know how to reverseit. Whatever | might
try, 1&rsguo;d be guessing, just as| wasin tresting patients with growth hormone and antioxidants.
Volké& rsquo;s not about to give me her database. 1& rsquo;m tempted just to march in and demand it. If
| haveto blackmail them with public exposure to get it, 1 will. Somebody& rsquo;s got to straighten out



thismess, and 1& rsquo;m the one Governor Home hired to do it.& rdquo; Shonalaughed bitterly.
&ldquo; Tothink that al thistime | & rsquo;ve been dogging away here, picking up empirica evidence,
while that woman was laughing a me from the top of the hill! & rdquo;

&ldquo;l do not think she laughs easily,& rdquo; Chirwl said, hisfurry face screwed up in thought.
&ldquo;! recal her, and she wearslines of pain.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t mean literaly laughing,& rdgquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;l can& rsquo;t do anything
more without the real data. Every time treat the symptoms, they dow down, then suddenly speed up
again, making thingsworse. 1t& rsquo;s asif these bugs eat the adrendin | feed them, then get excited and
ask for more.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Like Saffie. So hungry.&rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;sit,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;l will not sacrifice my dog for their pride, or their
rotten classified contract. | will march right up there and get the origina files. | may haveto walk right
over Volk todoit, but I&rsquo;m going. They&rsquo;ll have to pull agun to stop me.& rdquo;

She stood up and looked out the window, fegling confident for the first timein days. The sun had crept
up over the horizon while she was making her greet discovery. It was daylight. Late enough to roust
everyone out of bed. Saffie sprang to her feet beside her mistress, stretching and yawning. Shona patted
her.

&ldquo;Chirwl, thisis going to be a confrontation. It may take sometime. Can | leave Alex with
you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Asamatter of course,&rdquo; he said, & ldquo;but | am coming with you, and so ismy friend
Seffie. Itishonor which matters here. My family shdl look after the small one. They would fed ddlight a
his presence.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Good,& rdquo; Shona said. She suited up and went into the isolated bedroom. She picked Alex
up from hislittle bed.

&ldquo;No! & rdquo; he howled, waking suddenly and seeing her masked face. Shonarocked him to
soothe him.

&ldguo;Honey, Mama has to go and drag information out of some people. Y ou& rsquo;re going to visit
Chirwl& rsquo;s family. Would you like that?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No!&rdquo; Using al hissmall strength, he kicked and struggled, tears of rage beading his
eyelashes. & ldquo;No-oh-oh-oh.& rdquo; Shonafelt like bursting into tears herself, she was so tired, but
shejust held him and moved her head around to catch hiseye.

&ldquo;Alex, that& rsquo;s enough,& rdquo; she said gently. & ldquo;Are you saying you don& rsquo;t
want to see the ottles?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No. | don& rsquo;t wanta go.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou like ottles. There will be dozens and dozens of them to play with. Chirwl&rsquo;s parents
will give you breskfast. Y ou& rsquo;ve never eaten ottle food, you know.& rdquo; In spite of himself, the
toddler began to look interested. Shona set him down on the bed and started changing his digper so the
ottle baby-sitters woul dné& rsquo;t have to cope with it& mdash;at least not right away. She kept talking in
asoothing voice. &ldquo;Chirwl saysal of his parents and hisfriends want to seeyou, just like thefirst
day. Would you like that?& rdquo;



Alex put histhumb in his mouth and nodded, his eyes till heavy. He dept dl the way to the ottle
center-place, where Chirwl & rsquo;s nurturing parent took charge of him.

&ldquo;l appreciate this, Tsanan,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

&ldquo;Y ou are welcome, asis he,& rdquo; the nurturer said, tucking afloppy pouch around the
boy& rsquo;s shoulders for warmth. The morning was till cool.

&ldquo;Sheisdoing it for the sake of Shnomri,& rdquo; Chirwl informed his parent.

Tsanan peered up shortsightedly at Shona. & dquo; Then sheis doubly welcome. | shdl carefor thelittle
one. Go well, and come back happy.& rdquo;

Shona started to explain, but her voice was drowned out by the roar of engines. The colony was waking
up for the morning, Sarting business as usud. But it wasn& rsquo;t going to be ausua morning. Shona
would seeto that. With thanksto Tsanan and the others, Shonamarched out of the glade with Saffie and
Chirwl beside her.

14
&ldquo;What& rsquo;s going on here?& rdquo; Shona said to herself, looking at the LabCor compound.

They had hiked from the heart-tree, through the jungle, to the edge of the scientists& rsquo; camp. Volk
and the others, dressed hadtily after being rousted out of bed, stood talking to three humansin uniform.
Behind them, an officia-looking shuttle stood flattening the bushes and young trees above the
encampment. Halfway down the dope, Home came barreling out of his hut straight up toward the crowd
on the crest. He was flinging on his bathrobe with furious energy that had to hurt, considering his arthritis,
but he looked too mad to care.

&ldquo;What in the ding-dong heck is going on here?& rdquo; Home demanded. &Idquo;Dr. Valk,
thereisaplacefor shuttlesto land, and it is not on top of our plum grove. Have the pilot remove that
craft a once! & rdquo;

&ldquo;l suddenly have abad feeling about this,& rdquo; Shonasaid to Chirwl. She withdrew from the
edge of the compound and made her way up aong the outer lip of the hedge, through the artichoke field.
The ottle plowed along behind her, and raced up anearby tree bole to see what she saw.

A very tal man with an austere, tight-fleshed face stepped down toward the governor. Home, usualy
unstoppable in atemper, dowed to a cautious walk. The stranger came the rest of the way to meet him.
His uniform was of subdued gray with an eectric blue stripe. The fabric had ashiny surface that Shona
guessed was the laserproof cloth she& rsquo;d heard about on the news programs. It was very

expensve, and used chiefly inlaw enforcement, for the lucky groupswho could afford it. At hisside was
aformidable laser pistol, and asmall, square device that Shona couldn& rsquo;t identify. Behind him were
two more people, each with an expressionless face and clad in afamiliar, nondescript al-climate tunic.
Shefroze, clutching Saffie& rsquo;sleash close to the collar. Chirwl started to ask aquestion, and she
shushed him. He climbed up higher on the tree bole to see better. The thin man was speaking.

&ldquo;Citizens, | am Speciad Agent Fromart, GBI.&rdgquo; With asingle, lightning-fast flick, he
produced a badge case, opened it, and returned it to his pocket. The afterimage of a multicolored holo
shimmered on theair. &ldquo;l require your assistance. | amin pursuit of adangerous character named
Shona Taylor. Passes hersdlf off asadoctor of medicine. Can you help us?& rdquo; He extended his
other hand, and in it was aminiature projector. Heflicked it on with his thumb, producing a
ten-centimeter-high image of Shona.



&ldquo;l & rsquo;m not afraud. He& rsquo;slying! Who is that?& rdquo; Shonawhispered, sinking to her
kneesinthewiry grass.

&ldquo;No idea comesto my mind,& rdquo; Chirwl hissed down at her. & Idquo;But he means you
harm.& rdquo; By now acrowd was gathering around the newly arrived ship and her crew. The
colonigts, derted by the roar of engines, were scrambling up the hill to find out what was going on.

Across the green, Missawas stunned. She had been expecting aship, yes, but one that contained a
delegation from LabCor, not the GBI. And yet, perhaps this gpparent lawvman was the solution to her
problems. She stepped forward.

&ldquo;Y es,&rdquo; Volk said, examining the hand-sized pocket holo with care. & [dquo;We do know
her. She& rsquo;s staying in the ottle enclave, about two kilometersto planetary east of here. She mided
al of us, Agent, er& hellip;&rdquo;

&ldquo;Fromart.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Y es, Fromart& hdlip; into believing that she was alegitimate scientist. We& rsquo;d be happy to
help you find her.& rdquo;

&ldgquo;What are you doing?& rdquo; Marleen Orthon demanded, pushing her way between Missaand
the uniformed man. &ldquo;Y ou know Shonaisarea doctor.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsguo;t know anything of the kind, Ms. Orthon,& rdquo; Missasaid sternly. & ldquo;She
appeared here one day, that&rsquo;sal | know.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Stand aside, please, Ms.,& rdquo; the agent said. & [dquo;Where can | find thisottle
enclave?& rdquo;

&ldguo;Hold it aminute. 1& rsquo;m in charge here,& rdquo; Home said, his bald head turning ruddy with
fury. &ldguo;No one pursues anybody here without my say-s0.& rdquio;

Agent Fromart turned afishy eye toward him. &dquo;Would you interfere with the function of a
government officia.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Y ou& rsquo;re damned tooting | would. | am Dewitt Home, governor of this settlement.& rdquo;

&ldguo;And you arein violation of Galactic law if you stand there one more moment,& rdquo; Fromart
said without force, but the threat was sheathed there as surely asthe gun was at hiship. & ldquo;Whereis
the ottle enclave?& rdquo;

Missa pointed across the green toward the path. & ldquo; it liesin that direction. But her laboratory is at
the bottom of the village, that way.& rdquo; She shifted to point down the hill.

The humming of another shuttle engine distracted her. A second craft, this one bearing the LabCor logo,
landed next to thefirst one, crushing more trees. Over an outcry from the settlers, adark-haired,
bronze-skinned man clambered out, followed by a handful of other men in scarlet and black uniforms,
armed with needleguns.

&ldquo;MissaVolk?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l am Dr. Volk,&rdquo; Missa said, stepping forward. She recognized the bronze-skinned man
from her employment interview. He shared with his brother the beaklike nose, the fierce black eyes, and
the sensuous, cruel mouth.



&1dquo;Sgjjid Eleniak. | am glad to seeyou again, Dr. Volk. | wish to& hellip; speak to the woman
Shona Taylor.& rdquo; He stopped abruptly as the GBI agent snapped off his holo projector.
&ldquo;Wait just aminute,& rdquo; he said. & ldquo;What is he doing with animage of Taylor?Whois
he? What& rsquo;s he doing here?& rdquo;

&ldquo;He& rsquo;s from the Galactic Bureau of Investigation,& rdquo; Volk said, tossing her head back
defiantly. & ldquo;He wishesto solve al our problems with that woman. He says sheisafraud, andis
here to arrest her.& rdquo;

&ldguo;We can& rsquo;t let him take her away,& rdquo; Eleniak said in apatient voice, asif Volk werea
stupid child. & ldquo;She has vita data about the project going on here. We need to speak to her

urgently.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l have awarrant to take her into custody,& rdquo; the austere man said, pressing forward. Volk
fet asif she were a sheep, caught in aravine between awolf and an eagle. &ldquo;And | intend to do
0. | advise you not to attempt to stop us. Whereis she?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know,& rdquo; Volk said. &Idquo;Until five minutes ago we were all
adeep.&rdquo;

Eleniak turned to Volk. & [dquo;We& rsquo;d better find her oursalves, and you& rsquo;d better pray we
do, too.&rdquo;

Volk suddenly felt athousand years old. &ldquo;Y es, Sir.&rdquo;
Shonawaited to hear no more. She turned and ran. Saffie and Chirwl fled after her.
& ldquo;What was that?& rdquo; demanded Eleniak, hearing arustling in the bushes.

&ldquo;l have no idea,& rdquo; Volk said, peering in that direction. & ldquo;An animal, perhaps. Thisis
anatura dte.&rdquo;

The vice-presdent dismissed dl sites, natural and unnatural, with awave of his hand. & ldquo;We must
speak to the woman at once. Where are her quarters?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll lead you to them.& rdquio;
&ldquo;l want to talk to you, Dr. Volk,& rdquo; Home said, getting in front of them.
&ldquo;Later, Governor,&rdquo; Volk said, sdestepping him as Eleniak dragged her away.

Her breath loud in her own ears Shonaran across the field and into the arcade of trees. She went
hunched over, keeping her knees up so she didn& rsquo;t have to dacken her pace. Who were those
security forces, and what did they want with her? The LabCor insigniaon one group was easy to pick
out. Shona had seen it again and again on V olk& rsquo;s people& rsguo;s possessions.

The otherswere dressed like GBI agents. Shona had reason to remember their uniforms, since some of
them had protected her and her family through Verdadero& rsquo;strial. Had they cometo warn her
about another attack? Were they here to prevent one? But why announce to everyone shewas a
criminal? Something was terribly wrong. She didn& rsquo;t want to stay thereto find out what it was.
They had gund

&ldquo;We will hide you,& rdquo; Chirwl promised, loping dong at her sde. Bent over, shewas going
dow enough for him to keep up. The dog had easily outdistanced them, and had disappeared up the



narrow tunnd. & ldquo;If you but return safely to the heart-tree, there will be ones who know good
places of conceal ment.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l haveto get my baby,& rdquo; Shonacried. & ldquo;If only Gershom was herel & rdquio;

She dashed into the clearing. Sunning himsalf next to the pool was Chlari, who flipped himsdf onto dl
fours as she hailed him. & ldquo;Where& rsquo;s Alex? | haveto, | haveto hide&rdquo; shesaid
breathlesdy. & [dquo; There are people after me.& rdquo;

Chirwl interrupted her. & ldquo;l will explain more quickly,& rdquo; and he broke into atrill of whistles
and chirps. Chlari& rsguo;s whiskers stiffened, and dozens of ottles within hearing range swarmed down
to them from the trees. They clustered around her, al talking in shrill voices.

& ldguo;We know where you must go,& rdquo; Chlari said, briskly, with a piercing whistle that cut
through dl the others& Isquo;. & Idquo;Behind you we will hide your tracks.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you,& rdquo; Shona panted. & ldquo;My son?& rdquo;

A couple of thelarger ottlestook hold of the loose fabric of her trouser legs and hurried her toward the
place where Alex was playing.

&ldquo;Mamal & rdquo; he crowed. She snatched him up, away from the smple toys, and he protested.
Shonahdd him and put her face very closeto his.

&ldgquo;Heiswell and clean and has eaten,& rdquo; Tsanan assured her. & ldquo;Heis ready.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Oh, thank you, thank you! & rdquo; Shona put her face close to hisand spokein avery clear,
low voice. &ldgquo;Honey, we have to go and hide now. 1t& rsquo;s very important. The most important
thing isfor you to be quiet dl the time while we hide. Can you do that for Mama?& rdquo;

Alex&rsquo;s round eyes were fixed on her face as he nodded.

&ldquo;Good baby,& rdquo; she said. With well-practiced movements, she hadtily tucked himinto his
carrier and strapped him onto her back. His arms came out and folded around her neck. She patted his
fat little hands and turned to Chlari. & ldquo;Doln Hampton showed me a cave on theriver bank.

[t& rsquo;s close by. Can you hep mefind it?& rdquo;

&ldquo;l will lead you,& rdquo; Wlasaid. &ldquo;l know the pathsin that direction.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wewill protect behind,& rdquo; Thio said, closing ranks with hir co-mates. Shona nodded her
thanks, and followed Wla across the center-place. & ldquo;Where& rsquo;s Saffie?& rdquo; she called.

&ldquo;Wewill keep her safe, and your other friends,& rdquo; Thio assured her.
&ldquo;But the door& rsquo;slocked in my module.& rdquo;
&ldquo;Chirwl will tell us how to enter. Now, go! & rdquo;

The young nurturer shot out through the green arcade toward the human settlement. Burdened with Alex,
Shona stumbled along behind, trying to catch up.

&ldquo;Why are we going this way?& rdquo; Shona asked in aloud whisper. & dquo; They might see
us.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Best way,& rdquo; the ottle whispered. &ldquo;Come with me, come! & rdquo; When the celling



opened up to the sky, instead of following the path that led through Home& rsquo;s garden, Wlaturned a
sharp left around the rear of the bole of a heart-tree, and scuttled down toward the river. They were just
cutting through a dense thicket, when they heard the sound of angry voices, Home& rsquo;sloud baritone
abovedl.

&ldquo;Y ou just wait aminute. | want to see your identification again, and | want to see your misson
documents. Thisisalawful colony. Y ou can&rsquo;t just come zooming in here and harass my
people.& rdquo;

Shona flattened hersalf backward on the river path with Alex protected under her body, watching over
her head, listening. The boy let out amurmur of protest at going backward, but he didn& rsquo;t cry out.
As soon as the threshing footsteps passed, Wla nudged them with her nose, and led on. Shonarolled to
all fours, roseto her feet as quietly as she could, and followed.

She recogni zed the hanging withies that marked the cave entrance just as Wla shot undernesath them. The
nurturer waited just outside the low arch while Shonagot to dl foursand crawled in.

&Idquo;l am get many more ottles. Chlari and Chirwl will have discussed with them what to do,& rdquo;
Wilasaid. &ldguo;Be cam. Wait here.& rdquo; She scampered back along the river bank, her broad
body flattened out as much as possible, shuffling her feet to cover the human footprints.

Trembling, Shonalet hersalf down on the stone seat and sat forward so that Alex& rsquo;s weight
wouldn& rsquo;t overbalance her. The smal cave smelled comfortingly of clay, and its coolness soothed
her. She redlized she was sodden with swest.

&ldquo;Mama, where we going?& rdquo; Alex asked, in the closest he could come to awhisper.

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know yet, Alex,& rdquo; Shona murmured back. & ldquo;It&rsquo;san
adventure, just like on the screentank. The ottleswill show uswhereto go, dl right?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Okay,& rdquo; Alex said. &ldquo;Sing for me? Pwease.& rdquio;
&ldquo;Oh, not here, sweetie. They might hear.& rdquo;

She heard a subdued sniff, and redized that dl the excitement was more than he could be expected to
cope with. He was only a baby, and things were happening so fast.

&ldquo;All right, darling, but you have to help me with the words.& rdquo; Sheturned her head, and
sang in the lowest voice she could manage, the much-despised & ldquo;Love& rdquo; song. Alex rocked
in tune with the melody, his thumb in his mouth. When she was done, he put his head down on her
shoulder.

&ldquo;l love you, Mama.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, my baby, | love you. Y ou& rsquo;re so good.& rdquo; Shona bent her arms back and gave
him an awkward hug. She rocked him back and forth, trying to ease the strain on her lower back muscles
as much asto soothe the baby. There was no telling how long she& rsquo;d have to stay in that position.

Volk& rsquo;s eagerness to give her up to the authorities, however spurioustheir claim, didn& rsgquo;t
surprise her, but what had she said to her superiors at LabCor to make them comein looking for her
with guns? Was this secret research of theirsworth killing for? Certainly not, since the process
didn&rsquo;t work properly. Shonawondered if that wasit, if her reputation was a convenient out for
the Foreverites, to blame the & ldquo;Anged of Death& rdquo; for the failure of their project. It had been
S0 obliging of Shonato arrive just when she did.



Home would make them see reason fairly soon, she thought deepily, and then she could come back and
have acivilized discusson withthem dl.

A crowd, protesting the intrusion into the colony, followed the two groups of uniformsthrough the
settlement, athough at arespectable distance. They shouted and muttered, but without open fury, or
much direction. Missa stared down the insufferable Wyn Barri, who was talking loudly about messaging
the Government Guard to come in and protect innocent citizens who were being threatened by
uncontrolled agencies. Eleniak and his men were conducting a house-to-house search on one sde of the
green, and the strangers were doing the same across the way. Marleen Orthon threw hersdlf acrossthe
door of her home, but was thrust aside and held by Sgjjid Eleniak while two of histhugs went through the
hui.

The LabCor men came out amoment later, looking sick but shaking their heads. They must have seen
Bobby. Their expressons enraged the settlers, who resented anyone taking an attitude like that to one of
their own. They advanced in amaob on the uniformed men. Eleniak& rsquo;s guards drew their
needleguns and stood ready, eyes darting back and forth, choosing targets. Gasps rose from the crowd.
Missathought with horror for amoment that the men might start shooting. The settlers, wisdly, retreated
to their original distance, their protests quieter than before. Governor Home pushed through the crowd,
and caught Missa& rsquo;sarm.

&ldquo;Okay, Volk, you& rsquo;ve had your little adventure,& rdquo; he said. & ldquo;Cdl them
off.&rdquo;

&ldquo;l can& rsquo;t,& rdquo; Missasaid, favoring him with as blank an expression as she had in her
repertoire. &ldquo;l work for Mr. Eleniak.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou admit you& rsquo;re respons ble for them being here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1 & hdllip; don& rsquo;t admit anything, Governor. 1& rsquo;ve been sending in my reportsto my
employers, asusud. They just arrived.& rdquo;

Homeleveled afinger a her nose. &Idquo;Y ou knew and you didn&rsquo;t tell me. We& rsquo;re going
to talk about thislater.& rdquo; He addressed the leaders of both groups, Eleniak and Fromart, who had
converged on the last housein theirregular ring.

&ldquo;L ook here, neither of you informed me you were landing, so legdly, neither one of you is
welcome on this planet. If you think you can somehow justify your presence here, talk! & rdquo; Home
bellowed.

The narrow-faced man in GBI uniform turned sharply from supervising his peopleto face Home.

&ldguo;We need to remove Taylor to headquartersfor interrogation about crimes committed against
humanity on no fewer than four colony planets.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Well, that& rsgquo;s very interesting,& rdquo; Eleniak said, spinning on hisheel and taking a step
closer so that he was chest to chest with his opposition, & ldquo;but my colleagues require interviews
with Dr. Taylor for the data she has on this project before you, uh, lock her up. Once you have her,
we& rsquo;ll never get her back.& rdquo;

The narrow-faced man looked amused. & Idquo; That& rsquo;strue. And vice versa, aswell. Government
interests must be served firgt, Mr& hellip;& rdquo; He raised the smdl device from his belt.

The LabCor man pushed closer until hewas actualy pressing the other man backward. & ldquo;Eleniak.



Spdl it right.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Now, now, Shona& rsquo;s not guilty of any crimes on any planets,& rdquo; Home interrupted.
&ldquo;And she& rsquo;s no danger to LabCor either. Get the hell off my planet.& rdquo; The two
teams, having searched the last house, started purposefully for the garden path toward the ottle
center-place. & ldquo; Do you hear me?& rdquo;

The narrow-faced man nodded to the woman behind him, who detached hersdlf from the group. She
glided to the last house remaining open, and stepped inside. Its owner, a plump-faced man, followed her
in, ydling. There were sounds of ascuffle. She emerged carrying acommunications console, which she
dumped on the ground and lased into four pieces with the pistol from her holster. The plump man
staggered out behind her, clutching hisjaw. Volk didn& rsquo;t know who these others were, but she
was certain of two things: they were not GBI, and they were very, very dangerous.

&ldquo;Dr. Volk,&rdquo; bellowed Home, closing in on her like athundercloud. &Idquo;l want to talk
to you! & rdquo;

Wilaran back to join Chirwl and the others under the heart-tree, just astwo sets of angry humans, one
group in gray uniforms, the other in scarlet, entered the glade. She reported in a swift whistleto her clan
and the Clan-One-Tree-Nearer-the-River.

&ldquo;Friend Shonaand offspring Alex-ss are under the bank. They must move soon. It iscold there,
and no food.& rdquio;

&1dquo;She has not eaten all day,& rdquo; Chirwl added, concerned.

&ldquo;Wewill attend to it,& rdquo; Varra promised her. &ldquo;My offspring and hir co-mates are
gathering suppliesfor them.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wewill bring it to them,& rdquo; said one of Shnomri& rsquo;s cousins, athick-pelted father of
thecdl.

&ldguo;Attention, please.& rdquo; A tall male human with a dead-looking, long, thin face looked from
oneto another of the clustered ottles, then grabbed up the nearest, Tsanan, with alightning-fast thrust of
his hand. Chirwl wanted to race at the human and dig into him with his claws until he dropped the
nurturer, but evidently he didn& rsquo;t mean Tsanan any immediate harm. & ldquo;l want to find Shona
Taylor. Whereis she?&rdquo;

The ottles regarded the gray-clad stranger blankly. Though obvioudy enraged, the man responded by
tucking hisemoations gill further ingde himself. He held Tsanan face to face with him until her whiskers
were almost touching his skin. & ldquo;Where is she? She& rsquo;s dangerous. We need to take her
away.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Which isthe she you seek?& rdquo; asked Chlari in the Standard tongue, staying closeto help
his co-mate. The man turned to glare a him, and one of the other flat-faced onesin gray uniforms
stepped forward and put a hand on the weapon at his side.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m asking him, not you,& rdquo; the cold voice said. He shook his prisoner.
&ldquo;lt isnot a him,&rdquo; said Chlari obstinately.

&ldguo;Whereis Taylor?& rdquo; the man demanded, shaking Tsanan again. The old nurturer declined
to emit anything but asquesk of pain. He shook her harder, making her legsflall limply in every direction.
Chirwl, hoping to distract the man, legped onto atree trunk just alittle above the heads of the intruders



and spoke hadtily.
&ldquo; That one does not speak your language. Neither do |, if | now think of it.& rdquo;

&ldquo; It sounds like you do,& rdquo; a pugnacious mae in a scarlet and black uniform said, pushing
forward, followed by two other maesin smilar dress. He produced asmall holopicture and held it up to
Chirwl at the same time Tsanan& rsquio;s captor removed asimilar device from his pocket.

& ldquo;We& rsgquo;re looking for her ,& rdquo; they said amost in unison. Thetwo men glared a each
other. &ldquo; We are.& rdquo; Chirwl gazed at them innocently.

&ldquo;Y ou seek two human beings?& rdquo;

&ldquo;No, just one,& rdquo; said the man with black hair in scarlet.

&ldquo; Shelooks alike?& rdquo; Chirwl asked, looking from one holo to the other.
&1dquo;Y es, dammit! & rdquo; the man in scarlet said irritably. & ldquo;What about her?& rdquo;

&ldquo;All human beingslook diketo al ottles& rdquo; said Chlari, joining the argument with gusto.
&ldquo;If we have seen her, it is& helip; difficult to say.&rdquo;

&ldquo;But she& rsquo;s been here! & rdquo;

&ldguo;Whereis here?& rdquo; Thio asked, sounding puzzled. &ldquo; Thereis no human but yourself
that has been in this spot where you stand. | think not ever in the time from the Great Cooling.& rdquo;

Hissing, the thin man in gray flung the nurturer away from him. With acrobatic reflexes, the ottletwisted in
midair, grabbed the nearest tree bole with her needle-sharp claws, and scurried up it to safety. Thetwo
parties of uniformed humans eyed one another, then departed in different directions from the clearing.
Each group looked over their shoulders suspicioudy at the other until they were out of sight.

&ldquo;We regret not to help you,& rdquo; Chirwl called after them.

Shonadrowsed on the flat stone. She had been up nearly dl night a her microscope for days on end;
now she was on the run from unidentified pursuers. All she wanted to do was curl up and deep. Alex,
who didn& rsquo;t let such things asthreats of arrest or death interrupt his schedule, was napping
contentedly in the backpack. Shonaturned her head to breathe in the scent of his soft skin, and let herself
be overwhelmed by her love for her sweet child.

It was only amoment& rsquo;s peace. She was surprised out of her reverie by the sound of voices from
some distance away. They carried well, probably because of the river& rsquo;s surface only meters from
Shona& rsquo;s hiding place.

&ldquo;Wel1?& rdquo; Volk caled peevishly. & ldquo;Did you find her?& rdquo;
&ldquo; She& rsquo;s not in the ottle camp,& rdquo; said the smooth voice of the LabCor man.

&ldquo; She wouldn& rsquo;t stay there,& rdquo; said the rumbling voice Shonarecaled as
Morganstern& rsquo;s. &1dquo;lt& rsquo;s too open. Nowhere to hide.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Her moduleislocked,& rdquo; said amale voice Shona couldn& rsgquo;t identify.
&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll have to get override codes to get in.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Never mind. She& rsquo;s not there. | know where sheis,& rdquo; said Hampton& rsquo;s



pleasant tenor, aslightly asif hewere tdlling them it was anice morning. & ldquo;She& rsquo;sin acavel
showed her. Just below here on the bank. Follow me.& rdquo; Multiple sets of footsteps threshed away
from her, with voices caling asort of view-haloo asthey followed the master of the hunt.

At that moment, Shona had never hated anyone so much in her life as Doln Hampton. If he& rsquo;d
been done, she would have crawled up the bank through the brambles and told him exactly what she
thought of him. Asit was, she had to move quickly before they discovered her. She ducked out of the
cave, and blinked at the bright sunlight. It must be nearly noon. She wished she had some lunch. She
wished she& rsquo;d eaten breskfast.

Alex was quiet as Shona carried him aong the river bank through the weeds. Shetried to step only on
the springy grassto avoid leaving footprints, but it was too dippery. She didn&rsquo;t want to fall into
theriver, as she hadn& rsquo;t a chance of surviving with the heavy child on her back.

&ldquo; Sss-shonal & rdquo; awhisper came from above her head. She looked up, startled.
&ldquo;Oh, Chirwl, you nearly scared the life out of me,& rdquo; she panted, her heart pounding.

&ldquo;l will not do that,& rdquo; he said, clinging so closdly to atree helooked like agrowth on the
bark. &ldquo;l can take you the next step. Others are following.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Who are they, Chirwl ?& rdquo; Shonaasked, crawling with difficulty on hands and knees up the
low dope and under acurtain of vines. Chirwl hung over her head and braced himsdf so that the greens
under which she was passing wouldn& rsquo;t smack Alex in the face.

&1dquo;One group says LabCor, one says GBI, asthey did when we listened, but the loud Home

doubts the | atter,& rdquo; Chirwl hissed. & dquo;Each of usisto take you from place to place so no ottle
ismissing for very long. The LabCor ones are not very observant, but the dead-faced man comes back
to look at us. | think heisthe spirit of Verdadero who comes where the man cannot.& rdquio;

Shonawas grim. &ldquo;l was afraid of that. | wish Gershom were here.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l do dso, but he would be in danger, too. So far, those humans who know me from therest are
not cooperating with either group, so they cannot ask me about you.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank heavensfor that,& rdquo; Shonasaid.

&ldquo;Home does not like them. He follows them, yelling, but they are not listen. The
dead-face& raquo;s ass stants spent time tearing out machines from each person& rsquo;s home
place.& rdquo;

&ldguo;Damn them. Probably damaging communications so no one can cal for help.& rdquo; Shonahad
envisoned sending such amessage hersdlf.

&ldguo; Then we must rely upon whom is here, & rdquo; Chirwl said. & ldquo;Come. We must move.
Y ou cannot go back.& rdquo;

They guessed the bridge was being watched, so it wasfruitless to make an attempt to crosstheriver
from there. Chirwl led her on acircuitous path that led kilometersto the north of the human settlement,
where he was relieved by one of the young ottles, agrandchild of Varrd&rsquo;s. Thissmdl one carried
aparcel strapped around its middle that contained fruit and dried mest, and around skin of water.
Shona, discarding caution in favor of survivd, ate eagerly.

&ldquo; Thereisdso thisfrom Tsanan,& rdquo; the small ottle said, handing her alightweight pouch.



Shonaopened it, and found it full of gray fluff.
&ldquo;What isit?& rdquo; she asked.

&ldquo;V egetable fiber,& rdquo; Chirwl explained. & Idquo;it is put in the pouch where the very young
deep.&rdquo;

Shona grinned. &ldquo;Ottle digpers. Thank you. Thank Tsanan.& rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou should change your scent, t00,& rdquo; the little one said, presenting Shonawith atightly
wrapped package sealed with resin. He had evidently been instructed thoroughly. She opened it and was
nearly floored by the intense citrus-spice perfume of the leavesinsde. With Chirwl& rsquo;s help, they
washed out Alex& rsquo;s messy digper cover, and gave him abath inasmal pool nearby. He splashed
happily, tearing up weeds and flinging them at histhree caretakers, but miraculoudy kept his voice down.
Shonakept looking over her shoulder the whole time, wondering how far ahead of the assassnsthey
were. She packed the digper cover with the gray fluff, and buttoned Alex into it. He wiggled.

&ldquo; Tickles,& rdgquo; he complained.

&ldquo;But it& rsquo;s what ottle babies wear,& rdquo; she said chidingly. Alex, fascinated, decided it
must be agood thing after al, and submitted to being daubed with scented leaves and packed up againin
the carrier. Chirwl disappeared into the crown of the nearest tree, and Shonaand her new guide set off in
the opposite direction, heading westward toward the river. Another ottle paced them far overhead,
keeping an eye on anetwork of itsfellows, to make sure none of the malign humans were following them.

Ladovard was perturbed. He knew it wouldn& rsquo;t be easy to take custody of the woman, but
someone must have tipped her off that he was coming. She had vanished too easily. None of the
buffoons in the human camp seemed to know how or where to look; they ignored the fact that the jungles
werewd | known by the intelligent indigenous species. The ottles obvioudy saw Shona Taylor asafriend,
and they were hiding her in places no human knew. Threatening them seemed to do no good. He would
haveto trick her into reveding hersdlf.

He was even more annoyed by the incredible hindrance of the team from LabCor. Whatever they were
determined to keep Taylor from reveding must be hot. If he had asiddinein industrial espionage, it might
have been worthwhile investigating it once his present job was done. The LabCor man had nerve and
intelligence. He had called Ladovard& rsquo;s bluff when faced with athrest to report hisname. The
deviceat the n& rsquo;s Sde wasn& rsquio;t acommunicator anyhow. It was avery powerful
tracking device, miniaturized like dl of his other favoritetools. It could sniff out adifferencein
temperature down to a hundredth of a degree over an area of more than three square kilometers. Ottles
had a body temperature dightly higher than that of human adults, but lower than human children, so he
had to judge histarget by mass. He swung the detector from side to side, reading the screen. Too many
traces here, and they were clustered. He was looking for one single treg, isolated from the rest.

Theterrain just ahead showed an irregular cold spot of four square meters. There was no other in the
immediate vicinity. The LabCor woman had said that Taylor& rsquo;s baby boy was missing from the
encampment. Carrying achild with her was bound to dow Taylor down, and make her sop more
frequently for refreshment and rest. She would need water most of all.

The freshwater pond seemed to be well-used by the loca wildlife. Severa narrow paths had been worn
in the thick bushes around it. He worked himsdlf into the undergrowth near the most likely route Shona
Taylor would take, consdering the way she had been traveling the last time he saw her. With hand
sgnds, he directed Pogue and Emile to conced themsalvesin the brush around the smdl pool. Emile hid
hersdf with silence and grace, Pogue with more muscle and lessfinesse. They waited.



Inashort time, hisinfrared sensor told him abody was approaching, of the correct temperature and
mass to be the small woman and her child. He let out alow hissthrough histeeth to warn his assstants.
Steady. His hand snesked soundlesdy to his holster. Steady. The woman was shuffling aong the path
now, her tread heavy under her burden and hesitant with caution. She paused.

&ldguo;Now! & rdquo;

Ladovard sprang out, his dugthrower drawn. To his astonishment, instead of Shona Taylor, he was face
to face with a dark-haired man carrying ametal foot-trap. Eleniak of Lab-Cor& rsquo;s face turned
purplewith fury.

&ldquo;Will you get out of here?& rdquo; Eleniak shouted. & Idquo;l thought you were her .& rdquo;
&ldquo;Y ou areinterfering in our arrest,& rdquo; Ladovard said.
&ldquo;Nonsense,& rdquo; spat Eleniak. & ldquo;Who gets her first winsthis one, friend.& rdquo;

Ladovard narrowed his eyes at the LabCor man. Only hislong-held credo about not free-lancing kept
him from putting alaser dice right through the arrogant dark-skinned face. He retreated. The woman was
not here, and that was dl that mattered to him. He was furious. While he& rsquo;d been stalking the other
group, the women had gotten farther away.

No matter where he turned, the rest of that day, Eleniak and hisfools were underfoot, setting off his
traps, or setting ones which he and his people sprang by accident. Taylor could have passed them again
and again, and he would never know it with the LabCor hindrance. Histemper wasfraying. If it

wasn& rsquo;t for the sweet thought of reward, he would throw the whole project up and go on a
different assgnmertt.

Around the ova tablein the MarsBank presidential conference room, a dozen men and women, wearing
suits that were so expensive they were subtle, sat listening to the man who was at the foot of the table.

He was wearing the least costly suit in the room, and bore the most unprepossessing figure, but they were
paying close attention to everything he had to say. There was an elegant woman seated next to the pudgy
little man. She gazed back at the others with a cool expression on her well-arranged face.

&ldquo;& hellip; So you see,& rdquo; Harry Elliott said, keeping his head down so he didn&rsquo;t have
to look into those many pairs of surprised and angry eyes, & ldquo;my client accepts the bank& rsquo;s
contention that it can&rsquo;t sell her the mortgage. That& rsquo;sal right. Instead, she has another
proposition. But before | spell it out for you, may | introduce Ms. Raki Seymour, from the Securities and
Exchange Commission?& rdquo;

Shona& rsgquo;s last ottle guide brought her around in agreet circle to an ancient grove far to the south of
the center-place. There they found a huge hollow log with enough clearance undernegth for her to St
upright. The ottle departed, promising to send othersin the morning.

Shona crept in and undid the fastenings of the backpack, diding it gently to the mossy, chip-strewn
ground. Alex crawled out and lay flat for amoment. Shonalet him aone. He& rsquo;d had quite a
traumatic day for atwo-year-old. He had ingsted on getting out to run for awhile. Innotime,

he& rsquo;d tired himsalf out, and wanted to lie down for anap. He wasn& rsgquo;t pleased to have to get
back in the pouch, but Shonawas adamant. That had started a tantrum, during which he& rsquo;d kicked
her kidneysfor haf an hour. She wasn& rsquo;t comfortable, and he got no rest.

&ldquo;Mama?& rdquo; Alex asked. He was still facedown on the ground.



&1dquo;Y es, sweetheart? We& rsgquo;re okay now. Wes rsquo;re safe until morning.& rdquo; She patted
him gently on the back. Instead of drifting off to deep, he started to cry.

&ldquo;What& rsquo;s the matter, lovey?& rdquo; she asked, looking down at him with concern.
&ldquo;Can you tel me?& rdquo;

&ldguo;Wannago home.&rdquo; He sniffed loudly.

&ldquo;Me, too, baby. Me, t00.& rdquo; Shonawiped his tears with her handkerchief, and made him
blow his nose. She checked the store of food. There was enough for only one of them. Shewasthe
adult; she& rsquo;d be able to get aong without food until morning. & ldgquo; Do you want some
fruit?& rdquo;

&ldguo;No,& rdquo; Alex said, without moving his head.
&ldquo;Y ou sure?& rdquo;

Alex paused and |ooked up hopefully. Bits of decayed wood and moss clung to hisfresh, pink cheeks.
&ldquo;Y es.&rdquo;

Shona smiled, and wiped hisface. & ldquo;Good. Y ou eat up, and 1&rsquo;ll tell you the story about the
brave young prince who had to travel to strange and dangerous lands.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Like me?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Just like you,& rdquo; Shonasaid. She sat cross-legged, with Alex& rsquo;s head on her lap.
&ldquo;ln aland far away, on aplanet alot likethisone, lived alittle prince and histrusty

camd& hdlip;&rdquo; As soon as Alex& rsquo;s breathing dowed and became regular, she let hersdlf
relax. Shewastired, too. She had walked at least twenty kilometers, wading through ponds, climbing
hills, and al with ababy strapped to her back. It had been years since she had had to exert herself that
much. That wasthe trouble with living in pace, shetold hersdf, trying to find alittle humor in her
Stuation: you got so far out of shape. She wondered if anyone would get inside her module to feed the
cat. Harry was going to be so mad at her. Theinside of the rotted log was as soft as a cushion, and she
drifted to deep.
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Around dawn, Shona thought she heard arustling in the bush. Alex woke and nestled in her 1ap, and she
wrapped her arms around him to protect him.

& ldquo;Whozit?& rdquo; he whispered.

&ldquo;l don& rsquo;t know, sweetie,& rdquo; Shona whispered back, gathering him closer. She braced
hersdf on the ground with one hand to push up and run. The crashing came from al around them, getting
louder and nearer. She bent her knees, wondering which way to run, when something wet touched her
hand.

&ldquo;Aasaggghh! & rdquo; Shonayelled, then clamped ahand over her mouth.

&ldquo; Saffiel & rdquo; Alex crowed, throwing himself out of his mother& rsquo;s armsto hug hisfriend.
The big dog licked both humans and sat on her haunches with her pink tongue hanging out, panting.
&ldquo;Oh, Saffie.&rdquo;

&ldquo; Shh, honey,& rdquo; Shonasaid, and put an arm around the animal & rsquo;s shoulders.



&ldquo;Saffie, you& rsquo;re wonderful. Is Chirwl with you?& rdquo; She glanced past the dog into the
underbrush. No ottles. The birds that had been disturbed by the dog& rsquo;s noisy passage started
sgnging again. &ldquo;l am so glad to see you.& rdquo;

The dog tilted her head to one side and whined softly, not comprehending her mistress& rsquo;s words,
but perhaps getting the sense of them. She flattened down, panting, and rested her big head on

Shona& rsquo;slegs. Alex, bubbling to himsdf in two-year-oldese, patted the dogé& rsquo;s back and
played with her long fur, distracted now from dangerous boredom. Shonawas grateful.

There were burrs and twigs caught in Saffie& rsquo;sthick coat, and silty mud in the fur between the
pads of her paws. She must have tracked them aong the river bank and right through the jungle. It wasa
wonder that she had found them, considering how many times Shona and Alex had taken to the trees or
crossed small streamsto eude their human pursuers. Maybe Chirwl or one of the other ottles had set the
dog onther truetrail.

&ldquo;l wish you could talk,& rdquo; she murmured to the dog, who had lowered her eyelids hafway
with pleasure at Alex& rsquo;s attentions. & [dquo;And | wish you& rsquo;d brought something to
eat.& rdquo;

It had been nearly twenty-four hours since she& rsquo;d eaten. Since she& rsquo;d been so busy with her
research from the time of her arrival she didn& rsquo;t know what food was safe, and she didn& rsquo;t
dare crawl out to go foraging now.

At no time during her life had she ever had to go so long without food. No matter how dangerous or
removed an assignment was from normal sources of nutrition, there was always the hated nutri.

Shefet an urge for some now. It would certainly fill up the gapsin her shrinking middle, and assuage her
fearsthat Alex wasn& rsguo;t getting enough to eat. The meat and fruit given her by the ottles was good,
but the baby was growing bored with the smple diet.

Likeit or not, she was going to have to move them to another spot soon, risking discovery and having the
ottleslosetrack of her, but the risk was better than sitting with acrying baby, waiting for the inevitable.

The more shetried not to think about food, the more it haunted her. She imagined the flesh was shrinking
beneath her cheekbones. Her jaws hurt, not from actual malnutrition, but probably because the muscles
hadn& rsgquo;t been given much exercise over the past twenty-four hours. Her head was beginning to
ache, partly from hunger, partly from strain, and partly from the sun and the humidity. She exercised her
jaw and neck, rolling her head back and forth. The worst discomfort was the knotting of her empty
stomach. Every time she breathed, it twisted inside her. It seemed to have roots that reached out to every
extremity, reminding her that there was no action without a price, and she hadn& rsquo;t paid it,
couldn&rsquo;t pay it. What would happen to her if she had to hide out here for aweek? She shook the
water skin. There was only alittle lft, which she needed to save for Alex.

Saffie& rsquo;s head lifted suddenly, swiveling to follow her erect ears. Shonaturned to look under the
edge of thelog in the same direction, but saw nothing. Saffie growled, low in her throat. Shona
understood. Trouble. Very carefully, she eased her legs under her, gathering Alex to her hip. Thefaint
echo of aman& rsquo;s voice reached her, then the rustling of boots marching through the wire grass.
Saffie& rsquo;s growl got louder, and the dog stood up. Shonawas on her feet in amoment, hunched
over to runin the opposite direction.

&ldquo;Come on, girl,&rdgquo; Shonaurged her. The dog ignored her, holding her ground. Shona
realized she couldn& rsquo;t persuade her, and if she didn& rsquo;t get moving soon, the men would
discover her. She ducked under the far edge of thelog, and ran. As soon asthey were out of sight of the



dog, Saffie started barking.

Shona thought of turning around to help her, then picked up her pace again as she heard the rate of
footfdlsincrease and grow louder. Voices started shouting. Saffie was deliberatdly trying to attract
attention away from them! Not wanting to waste the dog& rsquo;siinitiative, Shonahuddied over Alex,
cradling his head in her hand, and scurried off into the brush.

She heard the crackle-crash of laser pistols shearing through branches and the rush of boots behind her.
There was an explosive crack asthe dry, dead log under which she had sheltered exploded and burst
into flame. The barking gave way to fierce growls as the pursuers burst into the tiny clearing. A surprised
ydl erupted as Saffie must have thrown hersdf at one of the men, followed by more ydlling and crashing
of broken brush.

&ldquo;After it!' & rdquo; adeep mae voice shouted. Slugthrowers boomed, and bullets pinged off
rocks. Kegping her head down to avoid being whipped in the face by small branches, Shonafled. To her
relief, she heard distant barking: Saffie mocking her pursuers.

It wasn& rsquo;t until Saffie was out of sight that Shona redlized the dog was behaving like her cam, old
sdf again. Miraculoudy, Saffie& requo;sincredible immune system had thrown off the aging bug. That
was something she& rsquo;d have to think about, but for now, she had to keep running.

Ladovard ran through the jungle, signaing to Pogue and Emile to fan out. The woman had sent her dog to
distract them, which meant she was close by. Heread his sensor. There was a heavy heat-trace only fifty
meters ahead, moving gpproximately one meter per second. The woman must have conceded hersdlf
nearly undernegth hisfeet. He ran with weapon in one hand and the tracer in the other, leaping over the
remains of aburning log. They were within twenty meters now.

He had made sure of the LabCor men. They were over sixty kilometers away, and going in the wrong
direction. They ways moved in formation now, making it eeser for Ladovard to distinguish them from
histarget. His. Hewould get her first.

The target turned south. Ladovard waved his gun to have his assstants whed to the right. He ran after
them, watching the trace. The jungle was too thick, full of too many obstacles. He wouldné& rsquo;t see
the woman until they were nearly on top of her. According to his sensor, she was now coming straight
toward them. All he had to do was keep on in this vector, and he would have his prize.

&ldquo;Here, Sss-shonal & rdquo; came a hissing from above.

Winded, Shona stopped running and looked up. A clutch of ottles were huddled dmost invisbly against
the dark bark of athick tree, like furry fruit.

&ldquo;Ones are ahead of you! & rdquo; another one whispered.

&ldquo;Where can we go?& rdquo; she whispered back franticaly. & ldquo; They& rsquo;re behind me,
too.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Where they will not look,& rdquo; said one. Heraised his head, and Shonarecognized Varrd.
&ldquo;Up! & rdquo;

&ldquo;How?& rdquo; Shona asked. In answer, dozens of ottles poured down the channels of bark.
Severd of them helped anchor anarrow length of hide that disappeared into the far-off treetops. Just
looking up made Shonafed dizzy.

&1dquo;Oh, no,& rdquo; she said.



&ldquo;But yes, & rdquo; Varra said. He helped Shona stick her legsinto adouble loop at the end of the
hide rope. She held on tight to the rope between them. At Varral&rsquo;s signd, the ottles drew on the
length that was thrown over a branch hundreds of feet up. Shonawas lifted in swaying jerks toward the
crown. Alex stared huge-eyed over the edge of her backpack, and whimpered.

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s okay, love,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;Hang on. Don& rsquo;t look down.

[t& rsquo;s okay& mdash; Ooops! & rdquo; she gargled, as her ride came to an abrupt halt. She was
helped out of the loops, and followed the ottles on hands and knees dong the gresat limb. 1t was wider
than an urban walkway, so she could easily have gone upright, but her acrophobiarefused to alow her to
let go with her hands. She went along as swiftly as she dared, and found she was actualy making good
time

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m steel plechasing,& rdquo; she said, breathlesdy, as two ottles passed her and helped
her up onto another branch.

&ldquo; Do not spesk! & rdquo; Varral said. & ldquo; The dead-faces havelong earsin their hands, and
they notice when humans make sounds.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Microphones?& rdquo; Shona gasped. &ldquo;All right.&rdquo;

A living line of thelittle diens held onto the smdler branches with their sharp-clawed paws and held onto
her clothing and Alex&rsquo;s backpack with their feet, passing her from one to the next. Shonafelt sick
as she came to ameter-wide gap between the branches of one heart-tree and another. Alex was taken
off her back and passed over the gap by pairs of ottles, since he wastoo heavy for asingle oneto take.
At last it wastimefor her to make the jump.

&ldquo;l can& rsquo;t,& rdquo; she whispered desperately. Shefelt sick and closed her eyes.

&ldguo;Hold to me,& rdquo; Varral& rsquo;s voice said. & ldquo; Touch my back. Open your legs, yes!
Foot forward to your next step. Bring forth your other foot. Good! Open your eyes.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l madeit,&rdgquo; Shona said, panting. She lay facedown on the rough red bark and wound her
armsaround the limb.

&ldguo;Come quickly,&rdquo; Varra said. &ldquo;Y ou are easily seen here.& rdquo; She raised her
head, caught sight of the ground far below, and buried her face again.

&ldquo;l can& rsquo;t go down,& rdquo; Shonawhispered helplesdy. &ldquo;l can& rsquo;t go
down.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou do not need to,& rdquo; said the calming voice of Tsanan. &ldquo;A pouch hasbeen
prepared for you. Come.& rdquo; Shona crept forward dowly on her belly toward the trunk of the tree.

Ladovard stood and glared at his device. The trace seemed to have gone straight through his position and
vanished.

& ldquo;Impossible! & rdquo; he growled. & 1dgquo; She was on her way here. She couldn& rsquo;t pass us
like aghost. The woman can& rsquo;t fly.&rdquo; And then heredized his mistake. He looked up. The
network of tree branches over is head was as obvious aroad as the one under hisfeet. She had run
straight overhead, and he wastoo intent on his scopeto redize it. With agesture to his assstants, he
spun on hishedl, and started back the way he came.

It was too |ate. The body-temperature trace had split into a hundred. Ninety-nine of them were
undoubtedly groups of ottles, nestled in the treetops. No single mass was distinguishable as ahuman



femae and child. He& rsquo;d lost them.

Shona ate and drank gratefully everything the ottles offered her with the exception of a handful of dry cat
food, which even her shrunken stomach quailed at. She spent the night nestled in adark green leather
bag. It smelled faintly of fish, but was warm and secure. It must have been like returning to the womb, for
she dept very soundly, Alex in the pouch next to hers. He was glad to be back among the ottles, petting
them and prattling hisfew words of their language over and over again. Once fed, he& rsquo;d settled in
for the night without amurmur. Between the sounds of night-avians and the chittering of tree-insects, she
occasiondly heard little snorts of breath. If he woke in the night, someone else soothed him back to

deep.

Shona, her legs crouched againgt her chest in thefetal position, fell into adream in which her glands had
been set on ultra-overproduction by the engineered particles she& rsquo;d seen under the microscope.
All her body processes were sped up unnaturally, making the baby in her belly grow to maturity ina
month instead of nine like that Old Earth Norse godling in the legends. She would have to give this child
the same name. Then her dream self laughed at her and chided, & ldquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t cdl agirl
Heimdall.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And why not?& rdquo; Shonawoke up with a certainty that she was pregnant again, and the
child was agirl. The thought delighted her so much, sheforgot for amoment to be frightened about the
people who weretrying to kill her.

Shewas il in agood mood the next morning when Tsanan appeared, bringing fruit and cooked mest.

&ldquo; Take it the pouch,& rdquo; Tsanan said. &Idquo;Y ou can carry Alex offspring in it much easier
than your heavy bag.& rdquo;

It was certainly more comfortable to strap on. Alex didn& rsguo;t object to staying in the green leather
case asthe ottles helped lower them to the floor of the jungle. Squeezing her eyes shut, Shona clutched
creepers, tree branches, and finally the inches-thick bark itsaf to help her get down. She wanted to drop
to her knees and kiss the ground.

&ldquo;Where am 1?& rdquo; she asked.

&ldquo;Y ou are having dept exactly north of the ottle center-place,& rdquo; said alarge ottle whose
name she hadn& rsgquo;t heard. 1t pointed down anarrow path with low-hanging trees, which she would
have to negotiate hunched over again. & ldquo;Go that way. We will find you and give you more food
later. Wewill help you cross the bridge today. It ought will be safe.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you,& rdquo; Shona said. She humped the leather pouch up higher on her back, and
gtarted walking. & dguo;Come on, honey. Here we go again.& rdquo;

Gershom knew something was wrong when they cameinto orbit and hetried to radio his position to
Poxt. There was nothing on the appropriate frequency but static. He tried the surrounding frequencies
until he could hear shiptalk from two systems away. All hisingtincts were humming with fear. He had to
get down to the planet. Lani begged to come with him on the shuttle, but heinssted she stay on the ship.
He gave ordersto Kai and Eblich to keep the communicators open to his channel, and to fly out at all
speed if he gave the word.

Hefidgeted in his seet in the shuttle, scarcely seeing the great green canopy part and show the blue
landing lights. Ivo made record time setting down in the remote glade on the far sde of theriver.

He didn& rsquo;t wait for Ivo to follow him, but took off running, hislong legs eating up the distanceto



the bridge. As soon as he was on the other side, ottles began to pop up from the long grass, all babbling
a himinther shrill voices.

&ldquo;Where& rsquo;s Shona?& rdquo; he asked them. He saw one he thought he recognized, one of
the older ones. & ldquo;What& rsquo;s going on here? Where is Shona?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Sheisgone & rdquo; Chlari said. & ldgquo;Sheis hiding from the dead-faced ones.& rdquo;

The ottles followed him en masse across the field and into the colony common, where acrowd of humans
joined them. Ignoring them dl, Gershom stormed into the governor& rsquo;s hut.

&ldquo;What in hell has been happening here?& rdquo;

Home looked a good twenty years older than when Gershom had |eft. He raised his white eyebrows at
the sight of the trader.

&ldquo;Gerdd, thank goodness you& rsquo;re back. | need aworking radio. Those damned ns
have broken every communication unit in this entire colony! & rdquo;

& ldquo;Assassins? What assassins?& rdquo;
&ldquo;lt&rsquo;s along story, son, but& hellip;& rdquo;
&ldquo;And where& rsquo;s my wife?& rdquo;

&ldquo; She& rsquo;s gone into hiding, and there& rsquo;s not athing | could do about it, Jeremy. God
knows 1& rsquo;ve tried. Now st down and let metell you al about it.& rdquo;

Gershom sank into a chair. Not wasting any words, Home told him everything that had happened, up
until two days before, when the shuttles appeared out of nowhere. He described Volk& rsquo;s
complicity with the LabCor group.

&ldquo;l put the whole boiling mess of scientists under house arrest,& rdquo; Home said wesrily.
&ldquo;1 & rsquo;ve been trying to get information out of them, but not one of themé& rsquo;stalking
sense.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Let me see Dr. Volk,& rdquo; Gershom said. & ldquo;l want to ask her what& rsquo;s going
on.&rdquo;

&1dquo;Y ou can ask her, but al she keeps saying is & 1squo;l don& rsquo;t want to die.& rsquo;
That&rsquo;sal, for two days now.& rdquo;

&ldquo; She must know where Shona& rsquo;s gone.& rdquo;

&ldquo;!If you& rsquo;d seen the men who came here after her,& rdquo; Home said, & Idquo;you
wouldné& rsquo;t say that. She& rsquo;d have told them if she knew.& rdquo;

Gershom kicked his chair back and stood up. & ldquo;l have to find my wife and son.& rdquo;

Hisbelt radio went onin aburgt of Satic. & dquo;Gershom, that white ship& rsquo;s just made
orbit!&rdquo;

&ldquo; Three assassinsg! & rdquo; Gershom cried. He tossed hisradio to Home and ran out of the hut.

&ldquo; Gershom! & rdquo; Chirwl said, loping up to him through the crowd. &Idquo;Y ou are back!



Come hadtily! & rdquo;

In the bushes near the river bank just under the east end of the bridge, Ladovard watched his pocket
infrared device with hooded eyes.

&ldquo;Sheis coming,& rdquo; he said. &Idguo;Remember. One shot, the adult only. We do not kill
children.&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es ar,& rdquo; Pogue said.
&ldquo;Yes, gr,&rdquo; Emile said.

&ldguo;Wefindly have them,& rdquo; Sajjid Eleniak said, monitoring the audio tracking device he held
in hisleft hand as he marched north along the east river bank. &ldquo; Three days! She& rsquo;s ahead of
us. She& rsquo;strying for the bridge. We can catch her there, before she gets over it. Double-time
march! &rdquo; He broke into ajogging trot.

Shona shifted the straps holding Alex& rsquo;s carrier. The skin on her shoulders had been rubbed raw.
There were probably blistersin an X-pattern starting from her hips up. Her feet were blistered, too, right
through her socks, which were nothing more than rags ringing her ankles and rubbing the backs of her
hedls. She was so tired shewould just have lain down on the path and let both squads of hit men fight
over her if it wasn&rsquo;t for Alex.

He had fdlen into asniveing fit early that afternoon, and was chanting atuneless,
&ldquo;Uh-uh-uh-uh-uh,& rdquo; in time with her pace. The sound had taken her about to the end of her
patience, not to mention worrying her sick when she thought about the microphones Varra said were
hidden throughout the jungle. She didn& rsquo;t dare scold the child, guessing that he was closeto
hysteria, something she wanted to avoid if possible. She& rsquo;d run out of moss, and had to substitute
dry glass, which chafed and made him angry. If only she& rsquo;d had him toilet trained& mdash;but only
aclarvoyant would have known she& rsquo;d have to take him cross-country camping to save hislife.

But where was Home? Surely the colonists hadné& rsquo;t just given her up to the two bully squads. No,
that wasn& rsquo;t fair. She couldné& rsquo;t ask anyone else to face guns on her behaf. Not for her. She
would beg the assassins to spare her child. Saving Alex wasthe only thing she could think of. The
obsession filled her mind as she hiked |aborioudy through the wilderness. Should she hide him, and try to
get amessage to the ottles where she& rsquo;d conced ed him? When would Gershom get back? Was he
therein the settlement aready?

At least the bridge was not far away. Her last ottle escort had disappeared into the trees, promising to
send the next relay. He, she, or it hadn& rsquo;t appeared yet, but Shona could tell by the clear sky
ahead that the river was close. She marched on steadily. The rhythm was al that was keeping her on her
feet.

&ldquo;Are you sure the village is thisway?& rdquo; Chaffinch asked, following Letty through the heavy
wire grass. Poxt certainly was anaturd paradise, but some kind of concession should have been made
for tenderfeet coming in to vigt, particularly itinerant journdists on deadline.

&ldquo;Yesit is&rdquo; his producer said, shouldering her heavy video pack. &ldquo;l got the
planetary map from the navigational computer.& rdquio;

&ldguo;We ought to have waited for Air Traffic Control to come back on the line.&rdquo;
&ldquo;We couldn& rsquo;t wait; the Shyl isup there. The action will probably be al over with by the



time we get to the village,& rdquo; Lettitiasaid patiently. &ldquo;So hurry up.&rdquo;

Black fliesrosein clouds as they neared the river bank. Chaffinch produced aspray from his shoulder
pack and coated both of them in choking vapor. Letty coughed and pawed the air to clear her eyes. She
blinked, staring acrosstheriver.

&ldquo;Look! & rdquo; She pointed. Chaffinch peered over her shoulder through the reeds. A smdll
woman with brown hair, whom he recognized immediately from the holos as Shona Taylor, was trudging
wesarily toward the other end of the bridge.

&1dquo;Whoopee & rdquo; Chaffinch crowed. & ldquo;Exclusive interview, here we come.& rdquio;

&ldquo;Wait, look at that.& rdquo; Letty pointed again. Invisible to Taylor, and to one another, on each
sde of the bridge was agroup of uniformed men, one group in gray, the other in scarlet. Asif in answer
to asignal, both squads leaped out of the reeds and surrounded Dr. Taylor.

& ldquo;Chaffinch, they& rsquo;re going to kill her! & rdquo;

&ldquo; That will utterly ruin my story,& rdquo; Chaffinch said firmly. & ldquo;Dammit, we won& rsquo;t
let them. Stay with me, girl.&rdquo; He picked up hisfeet and dashed across the bridge.

Shonacould have cried for joy. She had nearly reached the first plank of the suspension bridge. Only a
few hundred yards to go. Soon she could sit down and comfort Alex, who surely needed it as much as
she. Safety was within meters, when out of the reedsto either side leaped men and women in scarlet or
gray uniforms. They were dl heavily armed and grim-faced.

&ldquo;Not you again! & rdquo; the black-haired man in scarlet snarled. Not at her, but at the
narrow-faced manin gray.

&ldquo; Stand back,& rdquo; the man in gray warned, voice cold as acorpse. & ldquo; Thiswoman is my
prisoner.&rdquo; He felt for his pocket.

& ldquo;Keep your phony I D& rsquo;s,& rdquo; Eleniak barked. & ldquo;Wes rsquo;ll settle thisright
now. Men, arm! Ready?& rdquio;

Disbdlievingly, Shonasaw six gunsrise and point straight at her head.

&1dquo;Oh, please, not my son! Please! & rdquo; she shrieked. She threw up her hands to protect
Alex& rsquo;s face and dropped to her knees. Frightened, the baby started screaming. Suddenly, the
ns& rsquo; guns wavered and dipped. Thekillers were no longer looking at her. She spun on her
knee to look.

Shonasaw only atal, dark figure advancing on them, then white and red glints it up like LED& rsquo;s.
A familiar ebony-skinned face with black, red-streaked hair stuck a short rodlike device under the nose
of the nearest LabCor man, and flashed brilliant white teeth toward an unknown third party.

&ldquo; Tdl me, gr, were you sent by Mr. Jachin Verdadero, or are you working entirely on your own?
Would you describe your mission here as private security, or public mayhem? Good afternoon.
| & rsquo;m Chaffinch L& rsquo; Saye, on assgnment for GVN, the Galactic Video Network.& rdquo;

The gunman tried unsuccessfully to secrete his needlegun in the Side pocket of histunic before thefemale
handcam operator was on her knees, taking a close-up.

&ldquo;Er, no comment. No comment! & rdquo; Eleniak babbled, trying to shove ahand inthelens. The



camerawoman moved off the plank bridge, out of his reach, maneuvering to get agood group shot of al
six of Shona Taylor& rsquo;s pursuers.

As soon asthey saw the camera, the three in gray tunics melted away again into the undergrowth without
asound.

&ldquo;Sir, she& rsquo;s right there,& rdquo; Pogue hissed, from the reeds. & ldquo;We can collect on
the contract. Shoot! & rdquo;

&ldquo;With anews camerain my face?& rdquo; Ladovard growled. & ldquo;We can& rsquo;t risk
exposure. If shefdl, they& rsquo;d know where the dug came from. One frame of us, and ahundred law
enforcement agencieswill be on our trail! Abandon the mission.& rdquo;

& ldquo;After we& rsquo;ve made so many attempts, spent so much time?& rdquio;

Ladovard hissed through histeeth. & ldquo; To hell with Verdadero and his bulletin board contracts. A
smart businessman knows when to cut hislosses. Back to the ship, before they follow us.&rdquo; He
dipped swiftly away, keeping one eye on the video camera.

Pogue exchanged a puzzled glance with Emile. They scurried after their employer.

&ldquo;Uh, we& rsquo;re here to over see security,& rdquo; Sgjid Eleniak was saying into the
microphone. &ldquo;LabCor hasinvested billions of credits in this project, and we want to make
certain everything isunder control. Er, everything is under control.& rdquo; He looked up at the camera
lensand tried to amile.

&ldguo;Asyou can see,& rdquo; Chaffinch continued in achatty voice asif he was discussing the
weather, & ldquo;that was aHelmet Mark 1V needier, a powerful weapon, in Mr. Eleniak&rsquo;s
holster. Aswith al needlethrowers, it is swift, Silent, and deadly. A dangerous wegpon, but with industrial
espionage more of aredlity than ever in today& rsquo;s marketplace, possibly not a surprising choice. In
the jungles of Poxt, the Ottle planet, | am Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye for Galactic Video Network.& rdquo;

Shona knelt down on the ground behind L& rsquo; Saye, clutching Alex, feding how precious he was,
and how near she& rsquo;d cometo losing her life. She couldn& rsquo;t believe they& rsquo;d been
saved. Her whole world was right there in her arms, small and beautiful and dive.

She heard wild barking coming from the forest, and looked up. Saffie bounded toward them, leading a
whole crowd of humansand ottles, dl talking and shouting questions. One heed, higher than all the
others, was familiar to her. She smiled, holding up her amsto him.

& ldquo;Where& rsquo;s my wife?& rdquo; demanded Gershom. He pushed past the LabCor men and
the reporter. Shonalooked up a him with her dirty, woebegone face, and let him gather her up. Helifted
her straight off her feet and kissed her. The reporter closed in on the family, and the cameravoman
focused her lens on them, but Shonawastoo rdlieved at seeing Gershom to care that she was being
broadcast to billions of viewers or on view to half a hundred Poxtian settlers. Saffie danced around them
al, barking jubilantly.

&1dquo;Oh, | am 50 glad you& rsgquo;re back,& rdquo; she said, with tearsin her eyes.
&ldquo;Hdllo, love,& rdquo; Gershom murmured.

Now that he was completely safe and hisfamily was back in one place, Alex took advantage of the
opportunity to perform for alarger audience than he normaly got.



& ldquo; Daaaad-dee! & rdquo; he wailed, suddenly burgting into tears. & ldquo;Y ou wenaway and bad
mans chased usand | dep innatree, and Saffie and Chirwl came, but you were gone! & rdquio;

&ldquo;Aw, poor love,& rdquo; Gershom said, bending down to kiss his son. & ldquo;But you werea
big boy for your mother, weren& rsquo;t you?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Uh-huh. Daddy, 1& rsquo;m hungry.& rdquo;

Shonalooked at him and laughed. She matched her son& rsquo;swistful expression and looked up at
Gershom. &ldquo;Me, too.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Grest video! & rdquo; Lettitiaexulted, joining finger and thumb in atriumphant ring for Chaffinch.

Shona entered the village as areturning heroine, limping between Gershom and the GVN newsteam.
Chirwl loped to join them. Saffie durped him over the head, and ran around him and her mistressand
master, barking as Governor Home cameto offer his best wishes.

&ldquo;If there was akey to the city, you& rsquo;d haveit, Doctor,& rdquo; he said. & ldquo;Good to
Seeyou in one piece.& rdquo;

Marleen ran up to Shonaand threw her arms about her. & ldquo;Y ou& rsquo;re al right! & rdquo; she
cried. &ldguo;We thought, when that other shuttle took off, that& hellip;& rdquo;

&ldquo; That he& rsquo;d gotten me,& rdquo; Shonafinished. & ldquo;Almogt. | don& rsquo;t know why
he left when he did. & rsquo;m just glad he& rsquo;s gone.& rdquo;

Chele Oktari bumped her way past the reporter and put an arm around Shona& rsquo;s waist. & ldquo;l
fed your cat and rabbits,& rdquo; she said, low in Shona& rsquo;s ear. & ldquo;Chirwl gave me the code.
| put dl the micein my housein case those men went on arampage.& rdquo;

Shona squeezed her back. & ldquo;Oh, bless you. | was so worried. Where& rsquo;s Dr. Volk? | have
to see her.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Governor Home put her under house arrest,& rdquo; Marleen said. &1dquo;ls sheresponsible
for what happened to my Bobby? Did she do it?&rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es,& rdquo; Shona said. &Idquo;But it was an accident.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Accident, shmaccident,& rdquo; Tony Coglio snarled. & ldquo;l & rsquo;ll strangle her if | can get
my hands on her. Look what she& rsquo;s doneto the rest of us.&rdquo;

He followed Shonatoward the scientists& rsquo; enclave. Wyn Barri and alarge man with huge, broad
hands, joined the march. Othersfdl in beside them.

&ldquo;Y ou can& rsquo;t see her,& rdquo; the man from LabCor said, maneuvering to get in the way of
the advancing mob. &ldquo;l & rsquo;m the patent-holder on her research, and | ingst on total
confidentidity.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Oh, saveit for your deposition,& rdquo; Home said, laying a heavy hand on him. &ldquo; GBI
agents, real ones, are on their way here now. Y ou& rsquo;re under arrest, too.& rdgquo; Shona stepped
up to Eleniak.

&ldquo;l think I can help minimize the damageif you let me spesk to her now.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Before | say anything,& rdquo; Shona said, standing in the director& rsquo;s hut, & ldquo;l want



to know what your research isfor.& rdquo; She looked at dl of them. & ldquo;What isit supposed to
accomplish?& rdquo;

&ldquo;We can& rsquo;t tell you that,& rdquo; Morganstern said. &Idquo;We signed an
agreement.& rdquio;

&1dquo;So has she & rdquo; Eleniak barked, tilting his head toward Shona. &Idquo; Tell her.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Tdl me something first,& rdquo; Volk said to Shona. Shewas Sitting upright in the canvas chair
behind her table, exactly as she had when Shona had first seen her, except she looked tired, and about
twenty years older& mdash;no, thirty. So did Morganstern and Hampton, who was standing with his
shoulder propped againgt the wall. That confirmed another guess Shona had made. & dquo; Tl
me,&rdquo; Volk continued. & ldquo;Why would you help? Y ou& rsquo;re not asaint or a

bodhi sattva.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l & rsquo;m athinking, feding being,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;lsn& rsquo;t that enough? |
didn&rsquo;t comeinto thisfor gain. Or for anything at dl. All | want isto put things back the way they
were before you started meddling. That&rsquo;sal. And | want to leave here in one piece.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou can go right now,& rdquo; Morganstern said obnoxioudly.

&ldquo;Shut up, Liond. Y ou& rsquo;re affected, t00.& rdquo; Volk turned away from her subordinate
and paused, asif getting used to the idea that Shonawas now authorized to hear what she had to say.

&ldquo; This project isintended to extend youth or rguvenate warm-blooded creatures. Theoreticaly it
works on any mamma on Earth or Poxt. Indefinitely.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Make them young forever?& rdquo; Shona asked, stunned. & ldquo; That& rsquo;s aloaded
subject. Isthat right ?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y es & rdquo; Eleniak admitted grudgingly. &ldquo; it is.&rdquo;

&ldquo;No. You say it asif you mean correct. | mean, itis moral?&rdquo; Shonaasked. She paused,
shaking her head. &Idquo;l sound like Chirwl. But isthat really agood thing?& rdquo;

&ldquo;It& rsquo;s our dream,& rdquo; Missasaid smply. &ldquo;lt& rsquo;s my dream, anyhow. But
look at me!&rdquo; She held out her hands, which were no more than sticks bound in wrinkled | egther.
&ldquo;l & rsquo;m dying of old age faster than any ephemerd.& rdquo;

Shona faced the LabCor man. & ldquo;Mr. Eleniak, | disapprove of your project on ethical grounds, but
| haveto tell you that Dr. Volk and her people came amazingly close to success. | don& rsquo;t know
how to correct what went wrong, but | do know how to shut the aging bugs down.& rdquo;

Volk had so far held onto her dignity, but now her jaw dropped open. & ldgquo;How? How can you turn
off the nanomites?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wel, what exactly are they supposed to do?& rdquo; Shona asked. & Idquo; They& rsquo;re
machines, engineered to do something. They have a purpose. What isit?& rdquo;

Morganstern recited in asingsong voice. &ldquo; To raise the body& rsquo;s hormone levelsto normal
by rebuilding, then stimulating the glands that produce them.& rdquio;

&ldquo;And then they& rsquo;re supposed to shut off, right?& rdquo; Shona collected nods from al the
researchers. &ldquo;But they don& rsquo;t shut off, not when anorma human being reaches normd,



youthful levels of hormones. But that& rsquo;s how my vaccine dog threw them off. She& rsquo;s back to
normd, but possibly ayear younger in body condition. Everyone €lse& rsquo;s glands fulfilled the
demands as much as they could, but were inadequate to fulfill the standards built into the aging bugs, |
mean nanomites. The dog& rsquo;s glands are engineered to meet challengeslike that, so her system
revved up to meet levelsto defeat intruders. Precisaly because the demands for the hormone by the
nanomiteswere so high, every time a human& rsquo;s or ottle& rsquo;s glands tried, they were
&lsquo;used up& rsquo; right away, in Chirwl & rsquo;s parlance. They suffered al the symptoms of lack
of those hormones: brittle bones, wrinkled skin, loss of muscle and bone tissue. The key iswhat the
&lsquo;normal & rsquo; leve isthat the nanos seek.& rdquio;

Volk was dumbfounded. &ldquo;As smple as that.& rdquo;
&ldquo;ls sheright?& rdquo; Eleniak asked, turning his glare from one scientist to another. Volk nodded.

&ldquo;She should be. Y es, 1& rsquo;m positive. We never thought of completing their program.

We& rsquo;ve been concentrating on just stopping them or ridding the body of them. But it would teke a
tremendouslevel of hormones and brain chemicasto turn them off. We may |ose some people by
high-loading like that. It could be very dangerous.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wewill try to be careful, but | don& rsquo;t think there& rsquo;s a choice,& rdquo; Shonasaid.
&ldquo;lt&rsquo;s either thisway, or adower but fairly sure desth from advanced old age, maintained
by artificia means, injections, and so on until the body systemsjust break down entirely.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Like Larch,&rdquo; Volk whispered. Shona nodded.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;ll volunteer to be first,& rdquo; Hampton said, pushing off from thewall and coming
forward. Shonadtill hated him for attempting to betray her, but at that moment she admired him.

Covered by only asheet, Hampton lay swesting on the hospita bed. & ldquo;How long& rsquo;sit
been?& rdquo; he asked in awhisper.

&ldquo;Forty-eight hours since the firgt injection,& rdquo; Shonasaid, smiling down a him.
&ldquo;It worked?& rdquo;
&ldquo;1t worked.& rdquo;

Hampton gave her adebonair smile, and for amoment Shonawished she& rsquo;d be on Poxt long
enough to see him restored to the way he was before the nanomites started work on him. He was one
handsome man, treacherous though he might be.

&1dquo;l & rsquo;m sorry,& rdquo; he said, so low she had to stoop to hear him. & ldquo;l&rsquo;m
sorry threetimes. For making apass at you, for dropping that tree limb on your tent, and for trying to
feed you nanomites the day before you disappeared.& rdquo;

Shonawas shocked by the last two revelations. She& rsquo;d thought the one was accidenta, and the
other ignorance of quarantine practice. In amoment, she found her tongue. & Idquo;Four,& rdquo; she
said. &1dquo;l heard you leading those gunmen to the cave.& rdquo;

Doln turned his head weakly from sdeto side. &ldquo;Ah, no. I knew you were there. | knew you could
hear me. | wanted to buy you time to get out.& rdquo; He smiled. & Idquo;Friends again?& rdquio;

Shona swallowed hard. & |dquo;Perhaps one day,& rdquo; she said. Doln looked sad, but nodded
understanding. Shonalooked up at VVolk, who stood across from her on the other side of the bed.



&ldquo;Y ou wouldn& rsquo;t answer before. How many of your people were affected?& rdquo;

&ldquo;All of them,& rdquo; Volk admitted, after a pause, and her eyes dropped. & ldquo;Y ou were
right about that, too.& rdquo;

&ldquo; Thank you,& rdquo; Shonasaid quietly. &ldquo;Who is next?& rdquo;

Volk led her over to the bed of the old, old man who had come up to Shonaon the first day she had
been on Poxt. & ldquo;His name& rsquo;s Dennison,& rdquo; Volk explained. & ldquo;Do your best for
him, will you?& rdquo;

Shona came out of the hospital hut, stripping off her gloves. Gershom was waiting outside for her. He
was gitting on arock with hislegs crossed in front of him. She thought he looked preoccupied. He
glanced up at her and smiled, his expression aswarm as ever.

&ldquo;How isit going?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Everything islooking good,& rdquo; she said, sitting down dongside him. & ldquo;Bobby is
aready recovering nicely. He& rsquo;s even awake. Call it the resilience of the very young. Oncethe
nanomites are out of his system, 1& rsquo;ll start him on controlled levels of growth hormone. He may get
taller, but he will certainly be the only boy in his grade ever to have had five 0& rsquo;clock

shadow.& rdquo;

Gershom laughed. & ldquo;What about the adults?& rdquo;

Shona flexed her hands, which were stiff from effort. & dquo;All of the LabCor employees camein for
their treatments. Some of them had very bad reactions, but in most cases their conditions were worse
than any of the settlers except Bobby. And Shnomri.

&ldquo; It wastrickier to use the technique on the ottles, since we have such limited data on their brain
chemistry, but with all the resources of LabCor, we were able to whip up three kinds of experimental
soup in no time. One for each of the genders. Shnomri was the most delicate case, since hir condition
was the worgt, but she insisted on being thefirst. | considered the case touch and go, but it was probably
because | & rsquo;m persondly interested in seeing arecovery there. But Shnomri came out of hir coma
deep ascranky as ever. Chirwl and Wlawere ddighted. They started at once to make their plansfor the
future.& rdquio;

Gershom frowned. & ldquo;l should be upset because you didn& rsquo;t need the data | went al the way
to Zedari to get.& rdquo;

&ldquo;But | do, if only to satisfy my own curiosity,& rdquo; Shona said, taking the cubes from her
pocket. She popped oneinto the niche on her clipboard. & Idquo;l have to know how old Larch was
when she died of old age two weeks ago. Morbid curiosity, | suppose.& rdquo; She scrolled through the
biographica extracts, in aphabetical order. Shelooked up at Gershom with a shocked expression on her
face.

&ldquo; She was thirty-five,& rdquo; Shona said, holding out the screen for Gershom to see.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s possible, from what you told me about the nano-mites,& rdquo; Gershom said.
&ldquo; So why the open mouth?& rdquio;

Shona scrolled upward and showed him another file. & ldquo;Hampton is sixty-seven. | could have
sworn it was the other way around. Perhaps there& rsquo;s something to Forever& rsquo;s theories of

longevity?& rdquo;



&ldgquo;Maybe.& rdquo; Gershom didn& rsquo;t seem enthusiastic.
& ldgquo;What& rsquo;s the matter?& rdquo; Shona asked.

For answer he pushed his personal reader toward her. Shonatook the battered board from him,
wondering why he had brought it down from the ship.

&ldquo;First message,& rdquo; Gershom said tersely.

&ldquo;Dr. and Captain Taylor,& rdquo; said the femae caseworker, looking radiant. It wasthe first
change of expression Shonahad ever seenin her. &ldquo;l am happy to inform you that the Child
Weéfare Bureau has gpproved your petition to adopt Leilani. The notarized paperwork will follow this
message. Please send a signed acknowledgment to your attorney to forward to us when you get it.
That& rsquo;sal for now. Congratul ations! & rdquio;

&ldquo;Oh! & rdquo; Shonacried, throwing up her hands for joy. & ldquo;Wait until wefind Lani. Oh,
it& rsquo;s marvelous! Come on, we haveto go tell her.&rdquo; She stood up.

Gershom shook his head, and pulled her down again. & ldquo;Wait. See the second message.& rdquio;

Shona knew as soon as she saw Zeles& rsquio;s face what the import of the message was, but she
ligened to it anyway.

&ldquo;& hellip; cannot reasonably expect to have arecord of |ate payments as you have and ask for
further clemency. We areforeclosing on the contract. We will notify you asto whereto deliver the
ship.&rdquo;

Shonawas aghast. She stared at Gershom. &Idquo;But didn& rsquo;t the governor pay us?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou know he did,& rdquo; Gershom said dully. & ldquo;But it wastoo late.& rdquo; He emitted
amirthless laugh. & ldquo; The crew asked meif we should go pirate, but with our luck, we& rsquo;d be
intercepted thefirgt time we tried to make port. Our dream isover. The Taylor Traveling Medicine Show
and Trading Company is grounded.& rdquo;

Shonafound it hard to talk through her tight throat. She hugged Gershomé& rsquo;s arm and leaned in to
put her head on his chest.

&ldquo; It isn& rsquo;t grounded. 1t& rsquo;sjust been delayed awhile. We& rsquo;ll wait to find out
whereto deliver the ship. Wherever that is, & rsquo;m sure we can find jobs and start over.

We& rsquo;ll rent alittle dome. | can go into practice. Y ou could work in theindustry, you know so
many people aready.& rdquo; At that moment she didn& rsquo;t want to tell him her other news.
Gershom wasn& rsquo;t placated. She wasn& rsquo;t content, herself.

& ldquo; Sss-shonal & rdquo; Chirwl camelolloping up the hill with Wlaclose behind. They joined the
Taylors on their rock. Wla nestled between Chirwl and Shona, and blinked her black-lashed eyes
affectionately at the human doctor.

& ldquo;We have seen Shnomri. That ottle isimproving, with thanksto you, athough hir temper is not of
the best.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Glad to hear it,& rdquo; Shonasaid. & ldquo;l mean, al but the temper.& rdquo;

Chirwl shook hiswhiskers. & ldquo;l have decided since | must wait for my co-meate to age backward
againitisof no point for mein remaining. In fact, | would be wiseto stay away. Shnomri is contentious,



resulting in agood dedl of refutation of otherwise sound argument. Especialy is espousing one | do not
like of making legitimately older ottles young with the new treatment. | would come away with you my
friends again until hir mind aswell asbody is heded.& rdquo;

Gershom looked away. Shona gathered up Chirwl and kissed the top of his head. & [dquo;Oh, we
can& rsquo;t,& rdquo; she said, suddenly fedling like crying. & ldquo;We& rsquo;re not going anywhere.
The bank hastaken our ship. | should ask if we can stay here with you instead.& rdquio;

& ldguo;Whhee-eet! & rdquo; he whistled. & ldquo;Y ou may! Y ou must. All my clan and
Shnomri&rsquo;s clan, too, like you. Y ou can livewith us. Or | am certain that DeWitt-Horne will keep
you. Y ou would be of valueto our world.&rdquo;

The governor seconded it. After aweek of treatments, he was aready more robust, which only meant to
Shonathat he had more energy to be cantankerous.

&ldquo;Y ou bet you can stay here,& rdquo; Home said firmly when the question was put to him.
&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll build your people some houses, and you can take charge of our trading from the
ground for awhile, Gerald& mdash;| mean, Gershom. No one knows more about it than atrader. What
do you say?&rdquo;

Gershom, as much as he didiked it, was beginning to get used to the idea of being a groundbounder for a
while, and Shonaknew that of dl the placesthey had visited in many years thiswas the mog attractive
and unspoiled. There were the further incentives of being with the ottles, and letting her stay long enough
to oversee her patients, who, like Home, were recovering well. It wouldn& rsquo;t be so bad. Gershom
stood up to shake hands with the governor.

&ldquo;l & rsquo;d say yes, sir. And thank you.& rdquo;

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s nothing to me,& rdquo; Home said, standing up, too. & Idquo;l & rsquo;d liketo give
more than just ajob to the lady who saved my life and my colony. Y ou would have seen us on the corner
with our suitcases, waiting for the bus, if she hadn& rsquo;t done such good work. We& rsquo;ve got a
government overseer coming down in a couple weeks to make sure nothing else nasty sneaks out of that
lab. It& rsquo;ll be good to know Shona& rsquo;s here, to tell him where the bodies are buried.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou called me Shonal & rdquo; she exclaimed, clapping her hands.
Homelooked at her curioudy. &dquo; That& rsquo;s your name, isn& rsquo;t it?& rdquo;

&ldquo;We& rsquo;ll tell the others,& rdquo; Gershom said asthey traversed the garden walk and
passed under the limbs of the great heart-tree. & ldquo;Let them decide if they want to stay here or ship
out with someone else. Eblich will probably want to go home. He could take the Sbyl withhimsoll
don&rsgquo;t have to buy areturn ticket here.& rdquo;

&ldquo; L ook,& rdquo; Shona said, squeezing hisarm. & dquo; There& rsquo;s Lani, talking to Tsanan.
All our news wasn& rsquo;t bad, remember?& rdquo; She called out to the girl. &ldquo;Lani,

we& rsguo;ve got something important to tell you. Wonderful news! The adoption& rsquo;s been
approved. Y ou& rsquo;re ours forever.& rdquo; The girl&rsquo;sfacelit up, and she flung herself into
their arms. Shona hugged and kissed her and passed her on to Gershom, who swung her around in a
circle and gave her a smacking kiss on the top of the head.

&ldquo;l have something to tell you also,& rdquo; Lani said, pushing free, her cheeks glowing.

&ldquo;Wdl, we& rsguo;ve got some more news you have to hear first,& rdquo; Shona said sadly.



& ldquo;1t& rsquo;s not as good as your adoption& mdash;well, it& rsquo;s not good at al.& rdquo; She
put her hands on the girl & rsquo;s shoulders and took a deep breath to get the awful newsout al a once.
&ldquo;We lost the ship. We couldn& rsquo;t pay the last payment, and MarsBank stopped our loan.
But we can stay here on Poxt. Y ou&rsquo;ll like that, | know.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Y ou must hear my news,& rdquo; Lani said. &ldquo;At once. Y ou have to.&rdquo; Shehad a
cube in her hand which she thrust at them. It wasrare for the shy girl to insst, so Shonatook it.

&ldquo;1t& rsquo;s our day for messages,& rdquo; Shona observed. &ldquo;Y our reader or
mine?& rdquo; Gershom put the datacube into his battered clipboard. & ldquo;Who& rsquo;sit from?
Susan? Aunt Lai? Uncle Harry?& rdquo;

Lani took adeep bresth to explain everything, then let it out in arush. & ldquo;Sort of & rdquo;

The speaker on the holoscreen was a solemn man in avery plain but expensive-looking tunic.
&ldquo;Ms. Leilani Taylor, as per your instructions your nominees have been added to the Board of
Directors of MarsBank. With your eighteen per cent of the voting shares, coupled with those of severd
other mgjor shareholders, your motionswere al carried.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Eighteen percent? Of MarsBank?& rdquo; Shona asked. & ldquo;When did that
happen?& rdquo;

&ldquo;When they told me No,& rdquo; Lani said stubbornly, her cheeks red. & ldquo; There& rsquo;s
another message.& rdquo;

Uncle Harry, his piump face glowing, appeared in the next transmission. & ldquo;Hello, kids,&rdquo; he
sad, punching in aformal caption beneath hisimage. It read & dquo;Harold Elliott,
Vice-Presdent.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l want you to see the letterhead. Y our aunt can& rsquo;t believe it& mdash;me on the senior
executive saff, after al these years. After | got finished voting Lani& rsquo;s positions, therewasa
vacancy for avice-president, and look at me, & rsquo;mit! She& rsquo;s such asmart girl. Oh, she
asked meto let her know where Ms. Katt ended up. Um, there& rsquo;s aremote dome station out near
Neptune. She& rsquo;s been reassigned there, as Lani suggested.& rdquio;

&ldquo;l suppose she& rsquo;s the one who told you No,& rdquo; Gershom said, raising his eyebrows.
&ldquo;Y es.&rdquo; Lani held her chin high.

Harry Elliott& rsquo;s voice continued. & [dquo;So here& rsquo;s my ingtructions to Gershom. The bank
repossessed your ship. That& rsquo;sfina. But you& rsquo;re on the Board of Directors now, too, you
and Shona& mdash;| voted your positionsin absentia. | hope you doné& rsquo;t mind& mdash; Anyway:
you areto deliver the Sbyl to yourself, son. Y ou have aninety-nine year lease a one credit per year, as
agoodwill and public-relations gesture for bringing medica aid to Galactic Government colonies.

We& rsquo;ll take the credit out of your slaries as directors. My ingtructions to Shona: send more
messages! Don& rsquo;t be astranger. Loveto al of you. Send soon. Oh, yes. theleaseis

renewable.& rdquo;

&ldquo;l should live so long,& rdquo; Gershom said, but his eyes were dancing. Shonaturned off the
reader. She handed it back to him, shaking her head.

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s quite an amazing thing. Lani actualy bought part of the bank so she could save
our ship, then give it back to us.& rdquo; They turned to look at the girl, who was watching them



anxioudy. Gershom bent down so that his eyes were level with hers.

&ldquo;Y ou know we didn& rsquo;t want you to give us any big gifts. Especiadly not one so large as our
whole ship.&rdquo;

&ldquo;But | wanted to,& rdquo; Lani said helplessy. &Idquo;Y ou wouldné& rsquo;t let me.& rdquo;

&ldquo;And suppose wetdll you No. Y ou got someone sent to the outer reaches of the planet Dismdl.
What happens to us?& rdquo;

&ldquo;Nothing! 1&hdlip; | will be hurt, that& rsquo;s al,&rdquo; Lani said in avery smal voice.
&ldquo; The ship isthe only red home | have, and you are my family. If it was gone, where would we
go? All | have done isto make sure we can be together where we are happy. | don& rsquo;t want to
upset you, but, but that& rsquo;s how | fed .& rdquo; Shelooked at them both hopefully, and waited.

Shona studied the girl. She& rsquo;d certainly grown up in avery short time. What alot of trouble
she& rsquo;d goneto, to think of an acceptable way to save the ship without violating any of the rules
they& rsquo;d imposed on her. Shonawas impressed, not only by her magnanimous heart, but by her
intelligent grasp of principle. Suppressing a smile with some difficulty, shelooked up a Gershom.

&ldquo;l hope we have more sense than to |et everyone we care for suffer because we& rsguo;re too
sdfishly proud to accept a present from someone who loves us as much as we love her.& rdquo;

Gershom, who hated being beholden to anyone, was scowling. &Idquo;l suppose,& rdquo; he said
dowly and thoughtfully, & ldquo;that we can always go back into debt on our own if we want to.& rdquo;
Heraised hiseyebrows at hiswife, who burst out laughing.

&ldquo;lIf you ins<,& rdquo; she said, counting on her fingers. & ldquo;After al, there& rsquo;s cargo,
and repairs, and fudl, and long runs without cargo. Why, in no time at all we can be back wherewe
started.& rdquo; She seized Lani& rsquo;s hand and squeezed it. & Idquo; The things people will do just to
keep their families together& hdllip; Thank you, honey.& rdquo;

Lani&rsquo;s golden face was beautiful with rdief. & ldquo; Thank you, Mama.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Dr. Taylor?& rdquo; An ancient man walked toward them, taking great care where he planted
hisfeet. Hewastal, and when in his prime must have been big and muscular. With time and care, he
would be so once again. Not al miracle cures were quackery.

He shook hands first with Gershom, then took Shona& rsquo;s hand between both of his, gazing down at
her with open admiration. & ldquo;My name is Edrad Dennison, and | wanted to thank you personally for
what you& rsquo;ve done.& rdquo;

Shona beamed up at him. & ldquo;1& rsquo;m delighted to have been able to help.& rdquo;
16

Theinterview conducted by Chaffinch L& rsquo;Saye had aired only that afternoon, but Jachin
Verdadero had dready replayed it in his cdll five times. It was like a sore tooth: he couldn& rsquo;t help
wiggling it just to fed how muchiit hurt.

In the screentank, the popinjay reporter leaned in again to ask his subject another penetrating question.
&ldquo;Dr. Taylor, you Hill refuse to disclose the reason you were called to Poxt for such adramatic
rescue.& rdquo;



&ldquo;l & rsquo;m sorry,& rdquo; Shona smiled. She wore aworn and mended shipsuit, and there were
scratches on her cheek. Over her shoulder in the background, apair of ottles clinging to the tree behind
where she was sitting chittered something, then dashed upward into the treetop, but their voices could till
be heard on the soundtrack. & ldquo;|& rsquo;m now engaged in confidentia work on behaf of LabCor.
Y ou& rsquo;ll hear from them when they& rsquo;re ready to announceit.& rdquo;

L& rsquo;Saye pursed hislipsin aplayful pout, then parted them in the brilliant, gleaming amile.
&ldquo;Y ou redize you& rsquo;ll have al of usup for nights guessing. | hear dso, Doctor, that we have
to congratulate you and your husband on an impending happy event?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s right,& rdquo; Shona said. The camera pulled back enough to show her with her
armsaround atdl girl with shy eyes, and arambunctioustoddler running atoy acrosshislap. A
red-brown cat on Shona& rsquo;s lap batted at the ears of ablack dog who sat panting its tongue at the
camera. &ldquo;We expect our third child in seven months.& rdquo;

& ldquo;Our best wishesto you dl,& rdquo; the interviewer said. & ldquo;And my last question. Isit true,
Dr. Taylor, that you have made an agreement with producer Susan MacRoy for yet another docudrama
based on your exploits?& rdquo;

&ldquo; That& rsquo;s correct,& rdquo; Shona said. & ldquo;Although | wouldné& rsquo;t say exploits.
None of thiswas deliberate. It al just happened.& rdquo;

&ldquo;Wdll, we& rsquo;ll ook forward to seeing it, whatever you& rsquo;d like to cal it,&rdquo;
Chaffinch said with awink at the camera. &ldquo;l hope | get to play mysdf. Thisis Chaffinch
L& rsguo;Saye reporting for GVN.& rdquo;

Verdadero shook his head. It wasincredible. Not only was the woman still aive and well, shewas an
acclaimed heroine yet again. And his anonymous hired n had written Taylor off asan impossible
job. Fate seemed to congpire against him.

The door behind him did open with a hiss, and Duncan appeared at V erdadero& rsquo;s side. The guard
reached over and turned off the console over the credits.

&ldquo;Lights out time. Huh. Y ou look like you& rsquo;re gonna shout & |squo;off with their
heads& rsquo; in aminute, there. Forget it. Jaci, you ain& rsquo;t gonna be more than just aminor
annoyance to nobody for along time to come.& rdquo;

Verdadero turned away from the screentank, and away from the grinning face of his guard, keeping his
emotionsto himsdlf. &Idquo;l think, Mr. Duncan, you may be right.&rdquo;

He sat in the dark for along time before he could fall adeep.
The End



